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The Sport Industries in the Neoliberal Age and the 

Reconfiguration of the Future in the Global South

(Since the late 1980s, a constellation of social and 

political dynamics has placed the possibility of a 

professional career in sport front and center in how young 

men in the Global South see the future. In most world 

sports, the hope of a sport career invariably means 

migrating to the Global North, and migration to pursue a 

career in sport has emerged as the desirable alternative 

to migrating to escape poverty. However, as is well 

known, the probability of success in this endeavor is 

infinitesimal: not only do many hopefuls fail to migrate at 

all, but if they do, they often end up in undesirable 

locations, where their presence may not be welcome and 

where they struggle to make ends meet, secure residence 

documents, and gain the talent recognition they seek. As 

we learned during our fieldwork in Fiji, Tonga, Senegal, 

and Cameroon, young men are all too aware of the 

disproportionate imbalance between possibility and 

probability, and yet they persevere, raising the question of 

what motivates them to do so. The answer lies in large-

scale structural dynamics that encourage a cruel optimism 

in the contemporary moment, particularly in the 

reconfiguration of the self through neoliberalism. In some 

of our field site, Pentecostal Christianity, the religion of the 

neoliberal subject, plays a particularly important role in 

these dynamics.
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( Profile: Niko Besnier is Professor of Cultural Anthropology at the University of Amsterdam and, in 

2017–19, Research Professor, Department of Social Inquiry, La Trobe University Melbourne. From 

September 2018 to May 2019, he is a fellow at the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral 

Sciences at Stanford University (CASBS).

(His recent book is The Anthropology of 
Sport: Bodies, Borders, Biopolitics with 

Susan Brownell and Thomas F.Carter.


