
African women and sport

Empowerment 
or exploitation?



SPORT

South Africa’s sporting year of 2010 was 
dominated by the hosting of the Fifa 
Soccer World Cup for men. Shortly 

after this tournament ended, however, 
another major international competition was 
held in the country. 

How many of us were aware that for two 
weeks in November last year, Johannesburg 
played host to the African Women’s 
Championship, and that our national 
team Banyana Banyana – in reaching the 
semifinals and gaining the third place spot 
– once again proved themselves to be one of 
the best teams on the African continent? 

If only our men’s team could say the same...
The discrepancy between men and 

women’s sport is not confined to Africa, 
but here, more than anywhere, it seems an 
abundance of talent and enthusiasm for 
sport among our female population is being 
hampered by age-old prejudice and  
cultural restraint. 

In March this year, a conference was held at 
Oxford University in England, exploring the 
experiences of African women and sport.

A variety of academics, sports practitioners 
and policy-makers from Europe, the 
United States and various locations across 
Africa gathered to discuss historical and 
contemporary issues facing sportswomen 
throughout the African continent. 

The pertinent question revolved around 
the use of sport for empowerment among 
African women. 

Professor Grant Jarvie of Stirling 
University spoke of running as a resource of 
hope for females in Kenya and highlighted 
what he termed “the global trade in muscle” 
among African athletes: Swayed by the 
promise of significant prize money and 
sponsorship deals on the European and 
American athletics circuit, many Kenyan 
women see running as an escape from 
poverty – with more than half of these 
athletes who were questioned, citing money 
as their primary motivation. 

The flow of human and economic capital is 
increasing on an international level and this 
affects Africa’s sporting talent. 

Kayla Nolan, a researcher from Occidental 
College in the US, highlighted the case of 
Ethiopia where, despite the success of its 
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female athletes (at the Barcelona Games in 
1992, Derartu Tulu became the first black 
African woman to win an Olympic Gold), 
social stigma still restricts the opportunities 
of women to partake in sport at any level. 

Highlighting running as a potential means 
of social and economic empowerment for 
Ethiopian women, Nolan described the 
male-dominated culture of many African 
states, which restricts the opportunities 
available to women through sport. 

Despite recent attention from the United 
Nations via its Gender Equality Project, 
the inequalities and exploitation that some 
African women face in pursuing their 
chosen sport continue throughout  
the continent. 

Sexual abuses at the hands of dubious 
coaches as well as the demands to give up 
schooling to attend training camps at an 
early age, are some of the costs of pursuing 
an athletics career in countries such as Kenya 
and Ethiopia. 

Although the appearances of elite African 
female athletes in the Olympic Games and 
the World Championships are public and 
visible events, the struggles behind these 
achievements are often forgotten as we 
focus on the ‘top end’ of global sport. Just 
because African women are represented 
at today’s most prestigious and publicised 
competitions, does not mean they are 
afforded the same opportunities given to 
competitors elsewhere.   

The social stigma of merely playing sport 
as a female presents some of the toughest 
ideological barriers to participation.

According to Cassandra Clark, a researcher 
at the University of Johannesburg, “There 
has to be a major ideological shift in South 
Africa for women footballers to be even 
considered alongside male players.” 

Here, too, the safety issue is paramount.
Clark acknowledges how most South 

African girls grow up playing street soccer, 
but give up during adolescence, as they 
“don’t feel safe” playing in mixed teams. 

Who can forget the case of Eudy Simelane, 
the former Banyana Banyana player who 
was raped and murdered at her home in 
KwaThema, Springs in Gauteng in 2008?

Was this due to her sexuality (Simalane had 
publicly announced she was a lesbian), or 

because she challenged the gender norms of a 
South African sport dominated by men?   

Tunde Ojunjobi, a researcher from Lagos 
State University in Nigeria, highlights the 
involvement of women in male-controlled 
sports such as soccer, and how this has 
generated controversy and resentment 
throughout Africa. 

Despite recent improvements in the 
administration of the women’s game in Africa, 
attempts are continually made over time by 
male commentators to forge a link between 
female footballers and their sexuality. It is 
often construed, for example, that players are 
prone to reproductive health problems arising 
from their involvement in the sport. 

Even though these stereotypes are often 
exaggerated, Ojunjobi argues that the 
startling reality is that African women in 
sport are not taken care of, and this at a time 
when football’s world governing body, Fifa, 
claims that more than 26 million women 
and girls play the game worldwide.  

Perhaps the biggest question arising from the 
conference is: Should we be considering sport 
as a tool for gender development in Africa, or 
should we look to achieve the development of 
women’s sport throughout the continent? 

Clearly, a balance has to be struck 
between giving women an opportunity to 
enjoy playing sport at all levels, and the 
development of female sport itself. For this 
to be achieved, a number of existing attitudes 
first have to be addressed. 

As Ruth Jeanes, a gender theorist from 
the United Kingdom points out, if we 
are to empower women through sport in 
Africa, then we must fully understand how 
“the concept of gender equality through 
sport is at odds with wider social and 
cultural dynamics.” 

Male-dominated prejudices throughout the 
whole of Africa have to be overcome, and 
only then can countries such as South Africa 
claim to offer their sporting females equal 
opportunity and respect.    
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