
9

            Mars / March 2007

AAAAAfricfricfricfricfrican Fan Fan Fan Fan Footballootballootballootballootball

Chris Bolsmann

Football in Africa: Conflict, Conciliation and Community
by Gary Armstrong and Richard Giulianotti (eds)

Palgrave Macmillan, 2004, Pp.xi + 301, bibliography, index
ISBN: 0-333-91979-3 (cloth)

Football is the most popular sport
across the African continent. Thriv
ing domestic leagues exist in many

African countries; continent-wide club
championships are played each year; and
the bi-annual African Cup of Nations pits
national teams against one another. Five
national teams represent the continent in
the FIFA World Cup held every four years.
African teams have reached the quarterfi-
nals of this specific competition. They have
had even greater success in the junior world
competitions and the Olympic Games, both
of which they have won. South Africa will
host the 2010 FIFA World Cup and this will
bring the tournament to African soil for the
first time. For over 50 years, African players
have been exported to the lucrative leagues
of Europe and have excelled, while foreign
coaches have brought their skills to the con-
tinent. African football has become an inte-
gral part of the football community worldwide.

However, little of the above mentioned
phenomenon has been documented in aca-
demic publications. Armstrong and
Giulianotti’s Football in Africa is an edited
collection of 14 chapters that does much to
address this shortfall. The authors note that
there are relatively few publications on Af-
rican football (see for example, Alegi, 2004;
Apraku and Hesselmann, 1998; Broere and
van der Drift, 1997; and Darby, 2002). The
authors maintain that their collection “seeks
to highlight and to help fill that lacuna with
the first detailed collection of analyses of
football in each region of Africa” (p. 1).

The collection is multi-disciplinary, with
authors from the fields of anthropology,
geography, history, political science and
sociology. Thus, it provides a wide range
of theoretical and empirical data in each of
the chapters. In their introduction,
Armstrong and Giulianotti provide a brief
overview of the history of football in the
colonial and postcolonial eras. They docu-
ment the way football was imported into
the colonies and how it was “culturally
reinvented”. Significantly, the authors note
that football in postcolonial Africa has been
influenced by the dynamics of
neocolonialism and neoliberalism. In addi-
tion, traditional-belief systems that impact
on the game are discussed and a variety of
styles of play are documented. Football’s
important role in identity construction is
noted and this is developed throughout the
text.

The collection comprises of four parts.
Part one, entitled “Contested Selections”,

provides a historical overview of the de-
velopment of the game in four countries.
Part two (“Footballing Styles”) develops
ideas on the manner in which the game is
played and on issues of ethnicity and na-
tion-building. Part three (“Off the Ball
Movements”) focuses on issues related to
football away from the field of play. In the
final part of the collection, entitled “Mov-
ing with the Ball”, African football migra-
tion is analysed.

Part one highlights the emergence of
football in colonial times, the role it played
in the struggle for independence, and the
creation of national identities, as well as
the impact of broader structural constraints
on the game in the postcolonial era. Spe-
cifically, the development of football in Al-
geria, Eritrea, Nigeria and Zimbabwe is ana-
lysed. It emerges from the discussion of
the case studies that the development of
football in each respective country oc-
curred as a result of colonial rule. In Eritrea
and Algeria, football was able to generate
national identity in relation to the former
colonial powers as well as neighbours, such
as Ethiopia in the case of Eritrea. The emer-
gence of football in Nigeria is analysed in
relation to the triumphs of the youth team,
the exodus of players to foreign leagues
and the successes in women’s game. In the
chapter on Zimbabwe, issues of colonial-
ism and race are explored, along with the
relative decline of the game in the country
due to internal political turmoil and
neoliberalism more broadly.

Part two considers issues of different
playing styles, ethnicity and nationalism in
Zanzibar, South Africa, Mauritius and Mo-
rocco. In the discussion on the emergence
of the game in Zanzibar, a fusion of local
dance and music with football takes place,
representing an appropriation of the colo-
nial game. The legacy of apartheid on the
development of the game amongst black
South Africans is also discussed. The white
regime was able eventually to regulate and
control the game in South Africa after a
successful non-racial league had devel-

oped. In Mauritius, the role that ethnicity,
identity and regionalisation played in the
development of the game is evident. In ad-
dition, the manner in which the boundaries
of these concepts change and develop is
also significant. In the final chapter, which
analyses football in Morocco, an attempt
is made to trace the origins of the game and
the analogy of “chasing the ghosts” is de-
veloped. Furthermore, the role that royalty
plays in using the game to create a unify-
ing force is highlighted.

In part three, the impact of football off
the field is discussed in relation to
Cameroon, Liberia, and Kenya. With regard
to Cameroon, the discussion is focused on
the expression of “anti-colonial” sentiments
during the World Cup held in France in 1998.
These sentiments were directed against the
French national team despite that a number
of its players were of African heritage. In-
deed, the World Cup is seen as anti-Third
World. In the chapter on Liberia, the focus
is on the period during and after the civil
war and the emergence of George Weah as
arguably Africa’s most important football
talent in the modern era. In addition, the
development of a project to aid children
displaced by the civil war is analysed. A
football team emerged from this project that
was able to compete in an organised league.

The theme of football and development
is also discussed in the chapter on Kenya,
where the focus is on the Nairobi-based
Mathare Youth Sports Association
(MYSA). MYSA developed into a non-gov-
ernmental organisation (NGO) of 14,000
members with football as its primary focus.
MYSA’s senior football team has been able
to progress to the Kenyan national league
and compete in a continental competition.
The chapter argues that MYSA has been
able to develop self-esteem for its members,
improve the living conditions of a commu-
nity and create a sense of identity.

The final section of the collection
explores football migration. Chapter 12 ex-
plores three “geographies” in relation to
migration. These are: the conventional ex-

port of players from Africa; the view of Af-
rican football in neo-colonial terms; and,
finally, an exploration of the “imaginative
geographies” of African players. The dis-
cussion is not related to a specific geo-
graphic area of Africa, but rather considers
the three processes and their manifesta-
tions across the continent. A case study of
an African football migrant is used to high-
light the plight of these young men. Chap-
ter 13 briefly touches on social and politi-
cal issues and the development of the game
in Mozambique, but the primary focus is a
transcript of an interview with Eusebio.
Born in Mozambique, Eusebio played for
Benfica in Portugal and captained the Por-
tuguese national team; in the process, he
became arguably Portugal and Africa’s most
celebrated footballer. The interview is use-
ful as a number of the themes discussed in
preceding chapters re-emerge in the quotes
from Eusebio.

In conclusion, a wide variety of themes
are discussed and explored in Football in
Africa. Some chapters focus on very spe-
cific time frames in the development of the
game whereas others provide broad and
sweeping overviews of football in certain
countries. Owing to the multi-disciplinary
nature of the collection, this book should
appeal to readers across disciplines. Foot-
ball in Africa is an important contribution
to the study of the world’s most popular
sport on the continent. The collection fills
an important gap in our knowledge of the
game but also highlights the need for fur-
ther investigation across the continent on
a number of different themes in relation to
the game of football.

References

Alegi, P. 2004. Laduma! Soccer, Politics and So-
ciety in South Africa. Scottsville: University
of KwaZulu-Natal Press.

Apraku, E. and Hesselmann, M. 1998. Schwarze,
Sterne und Pharaonen: Der Aufsteig des
Afrikanischen fussballs. Gottingen: Verlag Die
Werkstaff.

Broere, M. and van der Drift, R. 1997. Football
Africa! Oxford: World View Publishing.

Darby. P. 2002. Africa, Football and FIFA: Poli-
tics, Colonialism and Resistance. London:
Frank Cass.

www.codesria.org

Global Funds: Lessons from a not-too-distant past?
 Thandika Mkandawire

Non-state Institutions as a Basis of State Reconstruction:
The Case of Justice Systems in Africa

Leah Wambura Kimathi

The Silences in the NGO Discourse:
The Role and Future of NGOs in Africa

Issa G. Shivji

Responding to Poverty in the Light of the Post-Development
Debate: Some Insights from the NGO Enda Graf Sahel

Sally Matthews

Contents / Sommaire

Interfacing the State and the Voluntary
Sector for African Development: Lessons from Kenya

Fredrick O.Wanyama

World Bank Development Policies and Poverty Alleviation
 in Africa

Emmanuel Chike Onwuka

How to Research the Changing Outlines of African
livelihoods

Leo J. de Haan

Africa Development
Afrique et Développement

Vol. XXXI, No. 4, 2006




