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Zusammenfassung 
 
Kasi Fußball ist eine Form informellen 
Fussballs, die in urbanen Vierteln der 
Schwarzen, einkommensschwachen 
Arbeiter*innenklasse in Südafrika ge-
spielt wird. Die Tradition des Kasi Fuß-
ball entwickelte sich im frühen 20. Jahr-
hundert im Kontext der durch die Indust-
rialisierung forcierten Arbeitsmigration. 
Die autonom organisierten Fußball-
spiele, bei denen es um Geld oder an-
dere Einsätze ging, dienten nicht nur 
der Bewältigung von Herausforderun-
gen der Urbanisierung und der erzwun-
genen Migration, sie erlaubten es auch, 
Freizeit und Freiräume ein- bzw. zu-
rückzufordern. Der Beitrag untersucht, 
wie diese spezifische Tradition des Kasi 
Fußballs, Spiele, die nahezu wöchent-
lich gespielt werden, aktuell in ländli-
chen Kontexten der Arbeiterklasse neu 
erfunden und imaginiert wird. Die vorlie-
gende Ethnographie zeigt die kulturelle 
Widerstandsfähigkeit, die Fähigkeit zur 
Anpassung an Bedingungen der Ent-
mündigung sowie den hohen Grad an 
sozialer Ungleichheit, die den Praktiken 
des Kasi Fußball unterliegen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Schlüsselwörter 
 
Fußball, Soziale Ungleichheiten, 
Klasse, Südafrika 
 

Summary 
 
Kasi football is the most popular form of 
informal urban football that emerged in 
the low-income black working-class 
neighbourhoods of South Africa. This 
football tradition took shape in the early 
20th century in the context of forced la-
bour migration in the industrialising 
South Africa. Autonomously organised, 
free-flowing, football games played for a 
sum of money or other stakes not only 
served as a way to cope with pressures 
of rapid urbanisation and displacement, 
but also as a way to reclaim ownership 
over their leisure space and time. In this 
paper, I examine how these urban foot-
ball traditions are reimagined and per-
formed among the rural working-class in 
contemporary South Africa. This eth-
nography of kasi football, games played 
almost every weekend, exposes the cul-
tural robustness, adaptability to the con-
ditions of disenfranchisement, as well 
as rawness of extreme inequality, which 
sustain these practices. 
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Introduction  

On 9 July 2020, New Frame, a South African media publication, covered a story 
entitled “Ignoring the coronavirus to play football” (Mndebele 2020). It richly illus-
trates how football continues ‘in new ways’ during the nation-wide lockdown and 
prohibition on contact sports to curb the spread of coronavirus. Mndebele is not writ-
ing about national, regional or local leagues organised by the national governing 
body of football, the South African Football Association (SAFA) or its local admin-
istrative affiliates, the Local Football Association (LFA). He is attending to kasi 
football, the most popular form of unofficial and unaffiliated football that operates 
outside the bounds of the SAFA or LFAs. Mndebele paints a scene only too familiar 
to me. For the past 5 of the 8 years of conducting research on working-class sports, 
I have spent most of my fieldwork attending such unofficial football games. Thus, I 
feel qualified to argue that the only thing ‘new’ about the ‘ways’ of kasi football 
during the lockdown is an effort to avoid rebukes “from law enforcement officials 
and prying eyes” (Mndebele 2020). Grounded in the ethos of pre-colonial African 
agrarian movement cultures and shaped by the history of forced labour migration, 
displacement, urbanization, and industrialisation, kasi football is the ultimate South 
Africanization of the global game (Alegi 2010: 7–20). Whether it is played hidden 
behind “the mountains, bushes and forests” of rural Mpumalanga (Mndebele 2020) 
or on the dusty township fields of Johannesburg (Webster 2019), whether it takes 
place on the uneven grounds in the rural villages of Eastern Cape (where I conducted 
fieldwork in 2019) or on the lush greens of Cape Winelands (Kaur 2017), kasi foot-
ball continues to be the most popular form of sport practiced in South Africa.  

The term kasi itself is a South Africanism, derived from Afrikaans word, lo-
kasi, or location (or township) in English, referring to the low-income neighbour-
hoods engineered for segregating South Africa’s black populations from whites.1 
The term Kasi is imbued with meanings and associations that reflect on how people 
make life happen in conditions of economic and political adversities. Yet, it is more 
than mere survival. It conveys a sense of ingenuity, vibrancy, localism, practicality, 
and informality. Geertz’s “a paradigmatic human event” could as well be referring 
to kasi life-making: “one that tells us less what happens than the kind of thing that 
would happen if, as is not the case, life were art and could be as freely shaped by 
styles of feeling as Macbeth and David Copperfield are” (1972: 450). Arguably, Kasi 
football is an art form, embedded in real-life human drama. In practice, it refers to 

 
1  In South Africa, the reference ‘black’ is inclusive of african, coloured and indian, a political position 

taken in response to the racial categories or group divides consolidated under apartheid. Although 
the kasi football traditions are largely associated with those categorised as ’africans’, ‘black’ better 
expresses the blurriness of these racial boundaries.   
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both, a style of play and the terms on which these games are organized. It is a free-
flowing style of play, in which showboating, ‘outrageous skill’, physical prowess, 
and clever tricks, often to humiliate opponents, are valued over winning (Webster 
2019). Yet, winning is important. These games are almost always played for a stake, 
“sum of money, brandy, or sheep” (Kaur 2020: 158–63). Not constrained by the reg-
ulations of SAFA, this is a kind of football “where anyone can come and organise a 
competition for money and any team can come and play” (Kaur 2020: 163–4).  

Building on my previous work on unofficial football (Kaur 2020; 2017), this 
essay presents a flavour of kasi football among the rural working class of Cape Wine-
lands. Most of the regional working-class earns their living as agrarian labour, which 
includes: permanently employed farmworkers who live on or close to the farms 
and/or the wine cellars of their employment; contractual labour who either lives in 
the local townships and informal settlements or are drawn from circular labour mi-
gration between rural Eastern Cape and Cape Winelands; and under- or unemployed 
youth, who sell their labour during the harvest season. In addition to agriculture, 
wine production, and tourism, industries that command the rural economy of Cape 
Winelands, working-class jobs include, shop attendants, construction, security, and 
domestic workers, among others. Thus, football, like other aspects of life, is influ-
enced, to a large extent, by the regional agrarian economy, politics, and socio-cul-
tural norms that are reimagined with changing migratory flows and patterns.  

In my previous work on autonomously organised unofficial football, I de-
scribed and analysed these practices as the gambling games – a colloquialism I 
learned during my doctoral fieldwork in the rural town of Rawsonville in Cape Wine-
lands, Western Cape. In this paper, I situate gambling games as a permutation of kasi 
football, reflecting on how these very localised and non-centralised practices travel 
across southern Africa and are transformed. In other words, I reinterpret ethno-
graphic data I collected on the gambling games in Rawsonville by drawing on my 
more recent research in Sterkspruit, Eastern Cape and the phenomenon of kasi foot-
ball. Sterkspruit, previously in the Bantustan2 of Transkei, a border town to Lesotho 
and about 900 km from Rawsonville, has been a source of labour to South Africa’s 
industrialising economy since early 20th century (Beinart and Bundy 1987). Western 
Cape’s agriculture and wine industry has also been a beneficiary of racist labour 
control policies of the apartheid era. It was no surprise, then, to find many of my 
research participants from Rawsonville with ties to Sterkspruit, a legacy of circular 
labour migration between the two places. With the labour, football traditions also 

 
2  Bantustans were “independent” ethnic homelands, created under apartheid’s separate development 

policies, for black African people, which essentially served as cheap labour reserves (Beinart and 
Bundy 1987).  


	Kaur: Kasi Football: an Ethnography of South African Rural Working-Class Football Traditions

