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CHAPTER 7
Conclusion:
Masculinities, Faith,
and the Production of Aspiration

In May 2016, eight months after my departure from Cameroon, | arranged
a meeting with Eyong Enoh, one of the most successful international foot-
ballers to emerge from Cameroon’s Anglophone regions. We met in his
house in Amsterdam — Enoh spent much of his illustrious career playing for
AFC Ajax, historically the most successful football club in The Netherlands
and one of the most successful clubs in the world. | was admittedly star-
struck, as opportunities to meet elite athletes are rare. | thought of my
Cameroonian friends who named him as their idol, and flaunted my “selfie”
with the famous footballer on social media for them to see. The charisma and
attraction of success in elite sports is indeed powerful.

Besides his football skills, Enoh is well-known for being a dedicated
Pentecostal Christian. Photographs from his matches with the Cameroonian
national football team show him wearing a shirt with an inscription “Jesus is
Lord” underneath his regular team jersey. When his busy schedule of profes-
sional football would allow him to visit the Southwest Region (he was born
in Kumba, and grew up between Buea, Limbe, and Tiko), he would not miss
the opportunity to visit the Apostolic Church — one of the largest Pentecostal
denominations in Anglophone Cameroon, one that was attended by several
of my friends that | wrote about in preceding chapters.

Naturally, we began talking about his life-changing event of becoming
a born-again Christian when he was a teenager. His story was not surprising:

When | became born-again, my lifestyle changed. [...] There are many
ways you are led to sin. | stopped drinking alcohol and going to night
clubs. [...] I also stopped spending time with many of my friends. [...]
I would still visit them and their families, but | would not spend so
much time with the people that would not contribute to my future. So
I decided that | needed to be very focused, and that | needed to be very
disciplined.

This was a narrative | came to expect from Cameroonian Pentecostals, foot-
ballers or others. It was common for young footballers to formulate an ide-
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ology of focus and discipline, one that trickles down from elite sports to
a growing number of young men who aspire to sign contracts with small
regional clubs, in terms of becoming a born-again Christian and avoiding
sinful practices. Note also that the future emerges as central in Enoh’s deci-
sion-making about his lifestyle and socializing, another common theme that
I frequently heard from my Pentecostal friends in Buea and Limbe.

But to my surprise, when | told Enoh that | found many young footballers
in Cameroon who see him as an idol and inspiration both for playing foot-
ball and becoming born-again, his initial approval quickly turned into a tone
quite critical of the young men:

Enoh: There are many Pentecostal churches in Cameroon, but many
young people don't take the church and the word of God in the right
way. Most of them pray to have success in life, to leave the country, to
play football, to become rich. Maybe they know that Eyong Enoh is a
success, and he is following the word of God, so if they follow it they
will achieve that success. But this is a wrong way to go about it. They
think if they pray, maybe they will have success, but having success
in football is most of all about hard work. Of course then, there is the
question of opportunity. Some people get an opportunity, others do not.
There are many talented people that never got an opportunity. But you
only need to find your place somewhere.

Uros: Some people would say that is unfair.

Enoh: But who is to say what is fair and what is not?

Eyong Enoh emerges here as a reluctant idol for young Cameroonian men.
His advice to young footballers seems to be that they should not consider
Pentecostalism a magical method of achieving success quickly but as a
source of deeper self-transformation. At the same time, Pentecostalism
clearly can be helpful in instilling a moral and bodily regime of self-disci-
pline and focus that the competitive world of professional sports demands.
On the one hand, Enoh’s perspective is quite different from that of many
aspiring footballers | worked with in Cameroon, who fervently prayed to per-
form better on the field, to be selected among the many, and to harness the
power of the Holy Spirit to successfully play professionally abroad. On the
other hand, his message resembles that of my dedicated Pentecostal friends
in Buea and Limbe who insisted on the importance of humility and focus.
These two aspects, taken together, are central to understanding the intersec-
tion of football aspirations and Pentecostalism in contemporary Cameroon,
which is characterized by the attraction of flashy opportunities but also by an
ideology of self-discipline, hard work, and focus. It is this dual nature that is

152



CHAPTER 7

crucial in shaping young men as gendered subjects in the Southwest Region
of Cameroon, and arguably also elsewhere in post-structural-adjustment
West Africa where young men are captivated by the attractive possibilities of
professional sports and the promises of Pentecostal Christianity.

Football aspirations and Pentecostalism in Cameroon thus invite more
general conclusions. Firstly, the focus on Cameroonian footballers reflects
the nature of aspirations for social mobility in the context of globalized neo-
liberalism. Secondly, convergence between Pentecostal morality and the
demands of football coaches and managers demonstrates the central role of
spirituality in contemporary conditions of precarity. Finally, a focus on ath-
letic aspirations shows how future-making projects shape gendered (in this
case, masculine) subjects, and allows us to move beyond limited approaches
to men as either victims of contemporary transnational processes or power-
ful agents who reproduce the hegemony of masculinity. Here | offer conclud-
ing words on these issues, first mentioned in the introduction of this thesis.

NEOLIBERALISM AND THE PRODUCTION OF ASPIRATION

Some anthropologists have recently begun arguing that the word “neoliber-
alism” has become such an overused term in anthropological writing that it
has lost most of its meaning and analytical purchase. For instance, in a recent
debate on the subject published in the Journal of the Royal Anthropological
Institute, James Laidlaw called it “a slur for all seasons” (2015: 912),
Jonathan Mair argued that “neoliberalism-ism leads to poor ethnography”
(2015: 917), and both argued that anthropologists should entirely abandon
“neoliberalism” as a concept.

Such criticism has merit. However, policies grounded in neoliberal
economic theory profoundly affect people’s lives around the world. Anthro-
pologists can do better by being more specific about the “uses of neoliber-
alism” (Ferguson 2010). Mine are anchored in three specific processes
that | have described in detail in chapters 2 and 3. The first is the structural
adjustment programs imposed by the World Bank, International Monetary
Fund, and Western donors throughout the countries of the Global South in
the 1980s and 1990s, in Cameroon specifically since 1989. These programs
in Cameroon, as elsewhere in Africa (Ferguson 2006; Harrison 2010), have
failed to bring the economic prosperity and political change they promised:
the national currency was devalued, the economy plummeted, unemploy-
ment increased, and young people from poor backgrounds suffered the
most. The second important process is globalization and commercialization
of football, which accelerated in the 1990s. The infusion of television and
sponsorship deals in the sport and the spread of satellite television through-
out African countries resulted in the proliferation of images of superstar
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athletes, the expansion of the transnational market for football players, the
proliferation of football academies, and new possibilities for young men to
become mobile (socially and geographically) by playing football. The third
process, which | described in detail in chapter 3, is the commodification
of young men as football players. Managers in football academies such as
Buea Young Star FC assign a market value to young men’s athletic bodies and
skills, invest in them, and make predictions about the return on their invest-
ment. These three processes — structural adjustments, commercialization of
football, and commodification of players — are separate processes, but they
are connected, and represent a break with the practices of the past.

The young aspiring footballers | worked with are exemplars of the ori-
entation towards the future that has recently become a point of interest for
anthropologists. In particular, young men show an incredible “capacity to
aspire” (Appadurai 2013: 179-96), i.e. an ability to imagine a different future
that social theorists such as Arjun Appadurai celebrate as a resource for prog-
ress. They cultivate a kind of “ethics of possibility” (Appadurai 2013: 295),
creative and optimistic thinking and acting, a positive force that Appadurai
contrasts with the negative “ethics of probability” that he locates in “amoral
forms of global capital” and “private adventurism” (Appadurai 2013: 295).
But my topic forces me to ask questions about the origins of these aspirations
and possibilities. My materials show that they are produced at the intersec-
tion of global processes that | outlined above, processes grounded in the lib-
eralization of markets and the global circulation of capital. And while they
appear to offer social mobility on a transnational scale, and a solution to
local uncertainty, on that same transnational scale they also introduce new
forms of precarity. The diminished opportunities of the local are replaced by
attractive, but scarce opportunities of the global that occupy young men’s
minds and bodies.

Importantly, what emerges from my materials is the value of suffering
for the sake of an uncertain future. As | demonstrated in detail in chapter 3,
while young footballers in Cameroon routinely, as they say, “suffer” on the
football fields, especially when they need to train and play without com-
pensation, their academy managers insist that they need to be taught a new
form of “suffering,” one that asks them to forego present needs and orient
themselves to future success in the globalized market for football players.
In this way, academies teach young men to embrace the precarity that the
globalized market brings. My ethnography of Buea Young Star FC shows that
this propensity to engage precarity on a global level is not simply “there”
among young men but needs to be produced and cultivated. Whether it is
a Cameroonian football manager who needs to instill the young men with
a notion that they need to “suffer” now in order to qualify for a better future
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abroad (chapter 3); a European football coach who complains that African
footballers need to learn focus and discipline (chapter 4); a manager con-
vincing the young men’s relatives that they should invest money so the
young men feel obliged to work hard abroad (chapter 4); or a coach regu-
lating young men’s sexual habits and eating practices (chapter 6) — this is a
process of disciplining young men to take part in transnational processes.
This corresponds to the idea that neoliberalism differs from classical eco-
nomic liberalism. While classical economic liberalism rests on the faith in
free markets, neoliberalism needs to be actively constructed (Mirowski 2009:
434-35). Usually this refers to nation-states that need to take important steps
to introduce market dynamics to fields that were previously run otherwise
(such as healthcare and education), but as nation-states lose importance in
the contemporary world order, especially in the countries of the Global South
(Piot 2010), the work of governmentality is being undertaken by small ad hoc
organizations, such as Buea Young Star FC. It is even more striking that this is
taking place in Cameroon, where the institutions of the nation-state are still
very much present in the organization of social and economic life, and, more
specifically, in Anglophone Cameroon, where the Cameroonian state is doing
everything to assert its sovereignty.*” Even here, as | showed in chapter 3, the
trend is that the organization of football is moving away from elite figures
intertwined with the nation-state and parastatal companies, and small ad hoc
academies appear to be more adaptable to changes in the transnational mar-
ket. Thus the context in which this is taking place (structural adjustment pro-
grams and globalization of football) is grounded in ideas of opening countries

47 From 2016 to 2018 the Cameroonian government’s presence in the Anglophone Southwest
and Northwest Regions has acquired a particularly sinister tone. In October 2016 Anglophone
teachers and lawyers protested against government officials, demanding them to stop appointing
Francophone magistrates to preside over Anglophone courts and Francophone teachers to teach
subjects other than French. Government security forces forcefully shut down the protests, arre-
sted some of the organizers and trade union members, charged them with terrorism, and kept
them imprisoned for months. Protests by young people and other Anglophone Cameroonians
soon followed, and decades-old calls for greater autonomy for Anglophone regions resurf-

aced. Most demanded a return to a federal state, but as the government continued to refuse to
meaningfully negotiate with the protesters, a movement for independence has grown. In October
2017, while Anglophone Cameroonians protested massively, the movement declared the inde-
pendence of Anglophone regions. The government responded by sending military forces that
used teargas and shot and killed approximately 40 people. In December 2017 President Paul
Biya declared war on the separatists. In 2018, the crisis has devolved into an armed conflict,
with separatist militias killing security force members and kidnapping Cameroonian officials, and
security forces terrorizing the region. Civilians have been caught in the crossfire. Houses and
villages have been burnt, approximately 180,000 Cameroonians have been chased out of their
homes, and 20,000 were forced to flee to Nigeria. For the historical context of the current crisis,
see: https://theconversation.com/history-explains-why-cameroon-is-at-war-with-itself-over-lan-
guage-and-culture-85401. The October 2017 International Crisis Group Report documents the
escalation of protests: https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/central-africa/cameroon/130-cameroon-
worsening-anglophone-crisis-calls-strong-measures. The July 2018 Human Rights Watch Report
documents the violence against civilians: https:/www.hrw.org/news/2018/07/19/cameroon-
killings-destruction-anglophone-regions (all accessed July 26, 2018).
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to free markets, and the subjects that are able to take part in these markets are
not a given but need to be produced and cultivated.

This is also important when we consider young footballers as trans-
national migrants. The ethnography of football academies and young foot-
ballers offers a new perspective on migrants, and complicates common
preconceptions — which saturate European media — of African migrants as
people willing to endure an enormous amount of suffering for the sake of a
better future. The young men | worked with are indeed driven to undertake
migration projects, mostly due to economic hardships and lack of jobs — a
situation characteristic of the post-structural-adjustment period. But football
academies such as Buea Young Star FC, places grounded in transnational
processes that consider young athletes as sellable commodities, do not sim-
ply find and “harvest” desperate young men willing to suffer abroad. Instead,
they seek to produce migrants willing to engage globalized precarity. This
process is a concrete example of how transnational migrants are produced at
the intersection of transformations grounded in neoliberalism.

SPIRITUALITY — BETWEEN INSTANT EFFICACY AND FAITH

IN HUMILITY

One of the striking findings of this thesis is that the morality prescribed by
Pentecostal churches and Men of God resembles quite closely the demands
that football managers and coaches make on young athletes. While young
men used to deal with uncertainties inherent to the sport by using sorcery
and consulting traditional healers (and many still do, albeit less frequently
and more secretively), a growing number of young men are turning instead
to Pentecostal Men of God for solutions to old and new forms of uncertainty
in football.

Whether it is the marine spirits that cause unforeseen injuries that per-
meate the sport (chapter 6), or the interpretations of volatile decision-mak-
ing by football managers as the workings of the devil (chapter 1), spiritual-
ity provides imagery to account for the uncertainty that permeates football.
Spirituality is also an attempt to achieve concrete and immediate goals — to
win matches, score goals, experience a physical boost and increased stam-
ina (chapter 5), and have a better chance when applying for visas and look-
ing for scarce opportunities to migrate abroad (chapter 6). In these instances,
Pentecostalism and sorcery are similar, and young men use them with simi-
lar intentions.

In other instances, Pentecostalism seems to demand more from its fol-
lowers. Pentecostal footballers preach for a long-term commitment and
alignment with Christian tradition, and insist on a radical break with other
forms of spirituality (chapter 5). Men of God promote a substantial trans-
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formation of gendered morality, and especially focus on controlling sexual
practices and extolling the values of monogamous relationships (chapter 6).
They argue for a need to produce new forms of masculinity, equally opposed
to masculinities that rely on traditional structures and those grounded in
urban “vices.” Finally, Pentecostal footballers and the Men of God who
guide them preach that focusing on the sport, pursuing a proactive approach
to life, valuing hard work, and cultivating humility will bring better results,
despite the odds being stacked against them (chapter 4). These seem to be
new ideas and demands.

Despite the convergence of Men of God and football coaches and
managers, following the word of God and the moral and body regimes of
Pentecostal churches does not guarantee mobility or football success.
Uncertainty frequently suffuses footballers’ interactions with Men of God
and the Holy Spirit: Will they be selected among the many? Can they perse-
vere despite hardships? Can they overcome the disadvantages of poverty and
marginality? But faith offers footballers a way of dealing with the “cruel opti-
mism” (Berlant 2011) that transnational professional football produces and
feeds on. The Pentecostal emphasis on self-discipline, humility, and faith that
God provides for the faithful, but also on the danger of backsliding into sin,
gives young players the tools to deal with the millenarian promises, temp-
tations, and opportunities to fail that are part-and-parcel of sports careers.
Pentecostal morality is thus a form of self-making that prepares one for par-
ticipation in the neoliberal economy.

In that sense, Pentecostalism is not simply a reflection of economic pro-
cesses of millennial capitalism anchored in magical practice and the allure
of accruing wealth from nothing. Even though Pentecostal practices are
clearly grafted onto other forms of spirituality, and in football in particular on
practices of jars, it would be reductive to consider them “holy-owned sub-
sidiaries” (Comaroff and Comaroff 2000: 314) of occult economies. Perhaps
in the 1990s, during the explosion of the Charismatic prosperity gospel in
West Africa, the particular “name it and claim it” ideology stood out as a
Christian movement that resembled occult engagements and responded to
the “mercenary desires” (Comaroff and Comaroff 2000: 314) of the new
age of millennial capitalism (chapter 2). This intertwining of occultism and
Pentecostalism is still present for many Cameroonians, as shown by the
example of the moral outrage surrounding the pastor of the Winners Chapel
in Bamenda, who was accused of dabbling in witchcraft (chapter 5). But my
ethnography of young footballers who aspire to migrate abroad to play foot-
ball for a living demonstrates that the ideology of immediate efficacy cannot
be separated from the moral demands of self-discipline and the production
of an alternative form of masculinity.
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Here the notion of suffering for the sake of success in the future is
again useful — without it, there can be no success in football. This does not
square so easily with the “instant efficacy of the magical and the millen-
nial” (Comaroff and Comaroff 2000: 314-15). Added to the desire for instant
results is the emphasis on self-discipline and belief in the future despite
unlikely odds. Pentecostalism makes this explicit: prayer is central to making
the leap of faith that miracles will happen despite the odds. But Pentecostal
efforts also need to incorporate the faith in focus and hard work; the trans-
formation of gendered morality, away from “sinful” practices; and tools to
deal with individual failures. Pentecostalism is attractive precisely because
it articulates both the attraction of immediate efficacy and the ideology of
long-term self-discipline and self-transformation.

Analyses of African young men and migrants facing uncertainty are often
based on concepts such as “social navigation” (Vigh 2009), which emphasizes
how people continuously maneuver and hustle and seek to adapt to ever-
changing conditions. This is certainly applicable to Cameroonian footballers
who attempt to maneuver their way out of the country, one example being a
group of footballers who used a trip to a youth tournament in Italy to deflect
and search for employment in Europe (chapter 2). But how do we square this
with footballers’ ideas, those that trickle down from the heights of elite sports,
that one needs absolute focus on the sport in order to succeed in it, and with
Pentecostals’ ideas that dedication to Christianity and avoiding “sin” is the
right path to success? This is a call for stability in the face of precarity, or even
more accurately, a call to have faith despite ever-changing and uncertain con-
ditions. The convergence of Pentecostalism’s moral and bodily regimes with
football training suggests the making of stability in an unstable world, and the
need for having faith that stability will bring results despite the uncertainty and
unlikely odds. Note here that this is arguably a much bigger leap of faith than
the hope that using jars will allow one to score goals and avoid injuries.

Thus footballers’ shift from jars to Pentecostalism can be interpreted as a
response to new developments spurred by neoliberalism in the 21st century.
Now there is more emphasis on faith, focus, humility and dedication despite
the scant likelihood of social mobility, as well as the need for explanations
for individual failures. The enchantment of the global neoliberal order is no
longer only about the magic of instant wealth, but the magic that focus, hard
work, and self-discipline will bring social mobility.

MASCULINITIES - BETWEEN ECONOMY, MORALITY,

AND THE BODY

This thesis sought to show that aspirations for mobility through football are
central to the analysis of masculinities in post-structural-adjustment West
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Africa and globalized neoliberalism. The struggles and aspirations of young
Cameroonian footballers demonstrate that representations of men from the
Global South as either powerful and hegemonic agents who reproduce patri-
archal norms, or as passive victims of transnational processes, are inadequate
and reductive. As a growing body of literature suggests (see e.g. Miescher
2005; Ouzgane and Morrell 2005; Smith 2017; Spronk 2012), research on
masculinities, especially on African men, does not have to concern “prob-
lematic” masculinities grounded in illegality, violence, or “predatory” sexual
practices to generate new insights. Rather, throughout this thesis, | sought to
show the roles of economy and morality in the making of masculinities, and
how the two materialize through young men’s bodies.

As in almost any other professional sport, success in football is elusive,
even unlikely. It requires an enormous amount of talent, dedication, labor,
and luck. Young men in the Global South experience even more obstacles
than their counterparts in richer countries, as they train on neglected fields
and see their visa and passport applications routinely rejected. Only few can
succeed to “reap the fruits of their labor,” to quote the words — Ayuk’s — that
opened this thesis. Even then they can only hope for a stint of a few years,
perhaps a decade, the best hope in a sport that pays for young bodies. Why,
then, is football so attractive to so many young Cameroonians? More pre-
cisely, why do so many young Cameroonians put an enormous amount of
time and work into an activity that they realize is not likely to pay them back?
One answer to this question is masculinity. Football captures the minds and
animates the bodies of young Cameroonian men because it caters to their
key masculine aspirations.

Football offers young men a possibility to travel abroad and play the
beautiful game that they have played and watched on television since child-
hood. Thus it allows them to participate in the transnational imagery of mas-
culine success, as exemplified by elite athletes and their international star-
dom. At the same time, football, at least on the surface, offers young men an
opportunity to avoid becoming “useless” and begin earning money and pro-
viding for their families. Despite the cultivation of dreams of individual glory
abroad, and despite young men’s rejection of the “African tradition” and
countryside (chapter 4), strong emphasis on the morality of social respon-
sibilities, especially towards kin, remains (see Figure 7). Football appears to
allow young men to live up to their elders’ demand to financially contrib-
ute to their households, a key marker of their transition to adulthood, one
that has become increasingly unattainable since the neoliberal austerity
measures.

Thus the promise of football speaks to masculine aspirations grounded
both in individual ambitions and collective demands, and promises partici-
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pation in both local and global regimes of valuation. As the football manager
demands young men to begin suffering for the sake of a supposedly brighter
future (chapter 3) and asks their families to invest in their travels to make
them more “serious” (chapter 4), local demands of adult masculinity are
increasingly grounded in transnational processes that on the surface seem
to provide social mobility but also come with new forms of uncertainty and
new ways of failing.

Masculinity is also central in the way people invoke it as a problem and
an obstacle, a reason for a lack of progress. Taking part in overly physical
inter-quarter matches, spending too much time socializing with young men
in the quarters, having a lack of focus due to “distractions” such as drink-
ing and gambling (chapter 4), or having too many sexual partners or too
much sex: for many Cameroonians, all of these diminish one’s possibilities
to not only perform well on the field but also take advantage of the scarce
opportunities to obtain visas and passports (chapter 6). Cameroonians also
discuss how problems of uncertainty will be solved only after men manage
to change: if they would only avoid distractions and women, and stay away
from friends in the quarters, they would manage to avoid becoming “use-
less men.” Thus young men are navigating a range of moral judgments and
evaluations, and their practices cannot be reduced to individually motivated
actions or fulfillments of social demands; they are moral practices, and con-
stitute gendered morality.

Pentecostal Men of God who advise footballers are central in making
the connections between gendered morality and success. Pentecostalism
claims to offer a solution to the precarity of masculinity and to the difficulties
of achieving masculine aspirations. It emerges as a site of production of an
alternative form of masculinity that should have a better chance of overcom-
ing local challenges and becoming transnationally mobile. Yet even this form
of “Pentecostal masculinity” cannot be considered clearly “hegemonic”: it
cannot guarantee success in the fickle football industry and in reaching a
meaningful adulthood by providing for the family. Rather, Pentecostalism
becomes a space to express and negotiate masculine aspirations, discipline
problematic masculine subjects, and prepare young men for new forms of
precarity. Thus the convergence of football dreams and Pentecostal faith
shows how transnational aspirations and precarity profoundly shape young
men in Cameroon, but also far beyond, wherever the “global production of
desire” (Trouillot 2001: 129) meets young men’s fears of becoming super-
fluous in the eyes of those closest to them.
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Figure 7. Three generations of family members, gathered in a kitchen around a three-
stone cooking fire. Fundong, Cameroon, January 2015. PHOTO BY THE AUTHOR.
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