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International meeting on traditional games 
 

ARANDA De DUERO, Spain ; 9 - 12 of July 2009 
 
 
 

PROGRAMME  
The Aranda de Duero meeting was composed of several events:   
 

Thursday July 9     
Peñaranda de Duero. Colegio Diego Marín. 
National gathering of the women modalities of skittles: Castilla & León 
(Burgos, Segovia, Palencia y Soria) and Aragón (On the main square, 
exhibitions of traditional games). 
Aranda de Duero, Pabellón Príncipe de Asturias. 
Throwing games festival: quoits of Galicia (Ferrol, Orense y Santiago), 
Tanguilla, Calva, Herradura, Rana. Games of skill: Dutch billiards, darts, 
game of the plate.     
 

Friday July 10 
World conference “Traditional Games and Social Heal th”, in the Counts 
of Avellaneda Palace, at Peñaranda de Duero.  
Inauguration of the Conference by the President of the Burgos Provincial 
Deputation, president of honour of the Conference, Don Vicente Order 
Vígara.     
   
Practical workshops and initiation with Traditional  Games.  
Workshop 1. The traditional games and the women.    

Co-ordinating Dª Silvia Sedano Campo.     
Workshop 2. Traditional Games and health.    
Workshop 3. Traditional Games and teaching.    

Co-ordinating Dª Gloria Delso Marrón.     
   
Town Hall, presentation of the book: “Juegos y deportes tradicionales en 
la Provincia de Soria” , by Dª Gloria Delso Marrón. 
Conference "Traditional Sports and Games for the Equality and the 
Interculturality in the playing Meetings of the Madrid Community" ; Ricardo 
Navacerrada Peñas, responsible of the traditional games department in the 
Association for Physical Education teachers « ADAL », professor at the 
University of Madrid.    
 

Saturday July 11 
ASSEMBLY GENERAL MEETING  of the AEJeST (European Traditional Sports 
and Games Association) at Aranda de Duero.      
 
INTERNATIONAL FESTIVAL OF TRADITIONAL GAMES 
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Alleys of the building Príncipe de Asturias : Fair for the material of Games 
and sports and construction workshops. 
Multisport Michelin  Centre:  
Skittles: Bolo alavés, Pasabolo tablón, Bolo Llano, bitlles de Reus, Bolos de 
Valencia, Bolos de Villanueva de Gumiel, Mölkky, Kubb.   
Women Skittles: Ribereño, Pisuerga, Belorado, bolos de Aragón, etc. 
Wrestling: León, Canarias, Galicia and Portugal. 
Festival of Pelota.  
 
Exhibitions of Traditional games from the world : Billiard Romano, women 
skittles, various French modalities of quoit (from Brittany, Gascogne, on floor, 
on led plank, on a trunk, etc), Varpa, Mölkky, Kubb. Canarian games : lifting 
the plough, single stick (garrote, palo canario), bowls, Canarian wrestling. 
Italians games : ruzzola throwing, ruletto, ruzzolone and cheese roling. 
Rebata, fiolet and tsan. Castillan popular games : fronde shooting, cutting 
the trunks, traditional archery.  Bowls shooting of Aragón and Castilla la 
Mancha. 
 
Sunday 12th of July 
Village of Gumiel de Izán. 4 th National Championship of « Calva Ribera 
del Duero » and demonstration of women skittles, modality « Castellano 
Leonés ». 
Village of Gumiel de Izán: fronton of the church: Exhibition of traditional 
games from the world   
  

Exhibitions: 
Exhibition “UN AÑO DE JUEGOS” at Peñaranda de Duero, handicraft house. 
Various exhibitions in some localities of the geographic area « Ribera del 
Duero  ». 
 

EXPOSICIONES JULIO 2009 
Juegos de bolas del mundo 

• Boules cloutées 
• Boule de fort 
• Bourle du Nord 
• Billar romano 
• Bourles belgas 
• Bowling green 
• Petanca 
• Boules carrées 
• Boules bretonnes 
• Cartelería, reglamentos, libros…. 

 
Postales y grabados antiguos . 

• Postales 
• Grabados 

Juegos de bolos 
• Bolos  de Burgos 
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• Bolos de Castilla y León 
• Bolos del resto de España 
• Bolos de Europa. 
• Carteles, reglamentos, libros 

Juegos de mesa y juguetes de época: de hojalata, co nstrucciones, 
mecanos, etc. 

• Juegos de sociedad 
• Juegos de estrategia 
• Barajas 
• Rompecabezas 
• Juegos de habilidad 
• Construcciones 
• Cine Exin, tec…….. 

Juegos de lanzamiento : Calva, rana, toka, llave, caliche, ruzzola, ruletto, 
ruzzolone, tsan, rebatta, tala,varpa, etc… 

• Reglamentos, carteles y libros. 
Otros juegos tradicionales: deportes de invierno, d e pelota. 

• Patines hielo, trineos, esquís antiguos, curling, etc….. 
• Juegos de pelota: Mano, pala corta, pala ancha, cesta punta, frontón 

sin pared, pelota valenciana, raspall…. 
El juego tradicional en la pintura . Reproducción de cuadros con los juegos 
tradicionales como fondo. 
Peonzas.  

• Peonzas 
• Perinolas. 
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International symposium at ARANDA de Duero (Spain) 
Under the patronage of the AEJeST 

 
 
TRADITIONAL GAMES AND SOCIETY 
Which major contributions traditional 
games bring to social / global health? 
 
 
Introduction and objectives 
 
This conference is one of a continuing series, which have been organized since 1987 and 
hold in a number of different European countries, Denmark, Spain, Portugal, Iceland, 
Belgium, Italy and Brittany. The European Traditional Sports and Games Association support 
this event. 
The symposium, “TRADITIONAL GAMES AND SOCIETY - Which major contributions 
traditional games bring to social / global health?” will propose to discuss about social 
health. Another object is to create a world cultural movement in favour of traditional games 
and to encourage national and international exchanges. 

 

 
 
ORIENTATION TEXT: 
   

The games of cultural tradition also called traditional games cause a new 
interest since a little more than twenty years. It is the result of the action of 
numerous federations, confederations, cultural and educational associations and 
organisations. About twenty among them co-ordinated themselves gradually in the 
years 1990 to create a European movement of the traditional games that was 
officially structured in 2001 under the name of the ETSGA. Today we are close to 
fifty five organisations! However one still tends to reduce the sporting practices of 
cultural tradition to secondary, non-major sporting activities. The commercial sport 
uses all the media means thus to tempt to occupy the whole space generated by the 
physical and sport practices, while granting one-sidedly all flattering slogans: sport is 
health, loyalty, social equality, education, social link, emancipation of the women, 
etc.     
   

The modern problem of obesity has been especially emphasised in the past 
two years by several international organisations for an intensive campaign of 
promotion of physical activity, in general. In 2005-2006 the World Health 
Organisation (W.H.O.) accented the necessity of struggling against the danger for 
youth obesity. At the European level, a ministerial Conference took place from 15th to 
17th, November 2006, in Istanbul (Turkey), organised by the Office of the W.H.O. for 
Europe in collaboration with the European Commission. The message of the WHO 
was to make clear that obesity is one of the most serious public health problems 
which Europe faces today. It represents a particular danger for juniors and socially 
underprivileged groups and imposes very important indirect costs for health 
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systems, due to the loss of lives and productivity. The WHO specified that obesity is 
the result of our life styles as much as that of our individual choices. This does not 
only represent an immediate risk for health but also secondarily contributes to 
generate many other problems; the WHO even used the terms epidemic and 
pandemic and emphasised that the troubling progression of childhood and 
adolescent obesity threatened the health and prosperity of future generations.   

    
However, the WHO took into consideration all factors, not only physical 

activity but genetic and environmental factors such as maternal nursing from birth or 
a balanced food regime during the early years. Education, at home and in particular 
nursery schools, must install good habits concerning food and physical activity at the 
youngest possible age. It is necessary to teach children to adopt behaviour 
favourable to health because they are particularly sensitive to junk food marketing. 
Thus, if socio-economic determinants, and social level, exercise an important impact 
on the phenomenon of obesity, by the differences of access to a healthy food regime 
in terms of quality, quantity, balance and frequency of consumption of various types 
of food, it clearly appears that these factors are not the only ones to be taken into 
account.    

 
The European Union prolonged this action of the WHO while developing since 

2007-2008 an important line of advisable actions concerning physical activity. This 
called for the resolution of the problem by self-regulation of the market, the 
consumer being invited to choose the solutions to his own problems of sport and 
food. These announcements opened a field of opportunities for the health industries 
in the domain of sport (gymnastic halls, manufacturers, food supplements with multi-
national companies). But from another side, the sport or sport for all federations 
such as ISCA (International Sport & Culture Association), which signed a 
memorandum of understanding with ETSGA, also decided to make a slogan with 
this for their own activities, because their predominantly urban membership is very 
aware of these types of health problems.   

 
The traditional games organisations didn't feel very concerned by this obese 

population problem, mainly because the players tend to live in an environment 
where the cultural balance leads to a balance in terms of food, physical activity and 
social health. This is like when one speaks of doping, no one feels concerned in the 
traditional games, yet, when it is about global health, the stake is too important for 
the traditional games movement not to bring its contribution to a social problem 
which concerns all of us.  

For once traditional games can valorise naturally what are their real assets, 
what makes their body and their soul: they encourage exchanges between town 
districts, between parishes, between regions and the maintenance of cultural 
identities, roots and reference marks that are factors of psychological and social 
health. As with most physical and sporting activities, the games of cultural tradition 
produce a bodily and relational activity, which are factors of physiological and 
psychological health. Traditional games permit again, in a different way to 
commercial sports, emancipation and a blossoming of the group itself, because the 
winners are not adulated and the losers not left at the side of the road.  

Finally, by their cultural environment in the country-side, or around the 
outskirts of farming zones, traditional games often still bathe in the traditional 
gastronomy. This food is the fruit of hundreds of years of experimentation and 
contributed to develop balanced dishes, as well as a balanced rhythm in terms of 
health, with a regulation of the fat days and lean days, of meals with a meat basis or 
of others with a cereal basis.    
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From these observations, we can consider for the Aranda de Duero 
conference a set of conferences that would integrate these themes:     
- Traditional games and health by education (encouraging elements through the 
educational environment: schools, the nuclear family or the village)   
- Traditional games and physiological health (by physical activity)   
- Traditional games and emancipation (encouraging an emancipation and a social 
blossoming; an example is the case of female skittle players in Spain) 
- Traditional games and psychological heath by laughter and amusement. 
- The theme “traditional Games and environment; encouragement by a balanced 
diet" can be integrated in at least the first two conferences.   
   

It will be interesting to have studies that show transversal links between motor 
activities, social activities, cultural education and societal balances including the food 
rhythms. The phenomenon of acculturation, represented by the imposition of 
“foreign” sporting models to populations that have already local types of bodily 
expressions should also be presented. Studies of ethno-psychiatry have 
demonstrated that this had strongly contributed to create feelings of shame in some 
populations, feelings that then generated huge problems of alcoholism and suicides, 
an example is the Inuit people in Canada, but populations in Europe are also 
affected. Other societal elements at this level, bound to global health but not 
assimilated in general to the theme of health, can be introduced in the conference.   
   

To finish, let us specify that this 2009 Congress be registered in the continuity 
of the Congresses organised at the last annual general meeting. Last year the 
theme was Traditional games and Spirituality, the first goal is of course to approach, 
in a scientific way, all the questions of societies arising from the chosen theme, in 
order to provide the intellectual material for debate for all ETSGA members and 
people working with them. Then we must develop the cultural movement 
represented by ETSGA and through it the defence of cultural diversity as defined in 
the universal declaration of the UNESCO.  
 
http://www.jugaje.com/en/?go=Textes Unesco - Universal declaration on cultural diversity 
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The Institutional environment of adult 
traditional games, and social health 
   
   
Guy JAOUEN, president of the AEJeST 
Independant researcher in cultural anthropology  

 
 
Summary    
Since the industrial revolution, the development of free time has gradually permitted 
the creation of a sporting system in conformity with the image of the surrounding 
merchant society, turned more and more toward the elitism and the sport industry, 
model now copied by the system of management in the enterprises. This is to the 
detriment of a form of participative democracy, which saw the local actors taking 
ownership of their leisure, as the practice of their traditional games. The original 
environment and its values of usage were denigrated, and then relegated to an 
inferior status as images of an old fashioned world. 
 
The presentation of modern sports as an irreversible process of civilised progress 
has permitted the sporting system lobbies to impose themselves at the highest level 
bodies of decision making. This has been used as a springboard to install an 
institutional system, which devalues any activities not in conformity with the new 
norm, such as regional or cultural games and sports. Rhetoric of the myth of sport to 
the large administrations and the public has been created by these lobbies, by the 
exploitation of emotions associated with major events, the use of ancient mythology 
and the deep human need for collective identification and admiration of extraordinary 
feats. 
    
One of the processes used to reduce the social impact of traditional games was their 
infantilisation similar to a neo-colonial process of acculturation, which has a 
secondary effect of destroying mechanical solidarity and generating social 
pathologies that can be profound. Indeed the market, which manoeuvres today the 
sports industry, has tendency to eliminate any obstacles which can prevent it from 
rationalising and controlling the economy generated by sporting activity.  
Commercial sport is not simple entertainment; it is the result of a choice of 
civilisation.  It is with more democracy between nations at the highest level and more 
power to civil societies that societies will be able to express the most fundamental of 
their rights; their cultural diversity, a major factor of social health. 
 
Key words : acculturation, democracy, mechanical solidarity, infantilisation, social 
health. 
 
 
 
 
The development of free time has been considerable since the advent of modern 
industrialised societies, especially in the 20th century, and this free 'space-time' has 
greatly changed their socio-cultural environment. They became strongly urbanised 
and disconnected from the original environment in which sporting games had 
developed and found their place. That means in symbolic spaces having values of 
‘usage’  full of the sense ‘for all’: the saint’s days festivals, or festive gatherings 
bound to the collective works calendar in the country side, but also more lately the 
recreation time in the environment of their urban work place. This situation had 
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created a “mechanical solidarity”, as defined by Durkheim1, as well as different 
shapes of social contract binding the group. The working world of the craftsmen and 
peasants, in another words the majority of civil society, organised their games in the 
very environment of their work place, the play ground being built by them, as well as 
the material. By this, whereas they were “nothing” in the surrounding world, they 
were their own masters in the one of their game, and this world stopped at the 
moment they left work. In Western Europe, it is in general in the contests organised 
at the occasion of the local festivals and bank holidays that the players could play 
against other than their usual group.   
 
Industrial society is characterised by the will to optimise the means of production in 
order to increase profits, imposing the centralisation of decision making with its 
pyramid of decision, distribution of standardised objects, and rationalisation of tasks. 
These concepts have been naturally transferred in the construction, wanted by the 
states, to the institutions assigned to manage sports, and to national federations to 
which no other alternative has ever been proposed. This is how we find in the 
Olympic motto “Swifter, Higher, Stronger” a slogan in conformity with the elitist and 
productivist industrial society. The focusing of the media around the production of 
results in centimetres, kilograms, seconds, statistics, or records, goes in the same 
direction. The social activity that we call sport thus forged itself, gradually a place in 
the period free from work. Today the sporting phenomenon is no longer a simple 
entertainment; it is a universal civilisation fact, of economic, social and political 
order, even if through its external picture this gives sometimes the illusion of a 
simplified social working shape. The IOC is the world organisation which comprises 
the most countries, then FIFA, and each has more members than the UN!  Major 
questions and stakes hide behind sport.  
 
If we turn to the recent past, one hundred and fifty years ago, let's recall that in the 
two powerful colonial empires of Western Europe that were France and Great 
Britain, it was common for the workers to work twelve to fourteen hours per day, 
longer than in the previous centuries. In the United States, the third country at the 
origin of the 18962 Olympic Games revival, the week was also from sixty-five to 
seventy hours around 1850. In France it was only in 1841 that the law limited to 
twelve hours per day the work of boys from twelve to sixteen years, and in Britain it 
was limited in 1847 to ten hours for children under twelve years. But these laws were 
not respected3 in general, obliging the development of other laws. In some big cities 
of Britain, the migration rate (from other regions) rose to 40-50%. In twenty years, 
from 1851 to 1871, at least 30% of the farmers, farm workers and shepherds had to 
leave the British countryside to emigrate to the cities or the New World because the 
Industrial Revolution needed hand workers. The perspective of less difficult jobs, 
and the power of attraction of the cities exhibiting their wealth, seemed to offer a 
better life to a countryside population which emigrated en masse. The massive 
exodus of countryside populations to the cities is still now a contemporary situation 
in many poor countries.  
   
Modern sport as a mercantile product  
   

                                              
1 French scientist, pedagogue, one of the founding fathers of Sociology. 
2 The 1896 games only registered the participation of 13 countries and only two among them 
presented teams, the United States and Germany (the other having only some individual participants).  
3 British parliamentary reports of 1831-1832 (vol. XV. pp. 44, 95-97, 115, 195, 197, 339, 341-342) 
describe interviews of 8 years old children beginning their work every day at 5 or 6 o’clock in the 
morning and finishing at 8 or 9 o’clock in the evening! 
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The new activities practised during the free time won from working time have very 
quickly interested promoters and the more and more intense intervention of the 
media has created the globalised sporting environment of today. It began with 
newspapers and posters at the beginning of the 19th century in Great Britain, but it is 
the direct broadcasting techniques, which began about 1910 in the US that, applied 
to sporting spectacles, developed a phenomenon where they become more and 
more a commercial product. Then the images, on television, accentuated 
development and the improvement of technology accentuated this further after the 
launching of telecommunication satellites in 1962. Intercontinental broadcasts were 
now possible and a little later, images projected directly from sporting events. In 
parallel to this media construction, and fed by it, one can note the same evolution in 
the domain of technical material improvement, of sports stadia and equipment. The 
development of the sporting model was thus permanently built alongside 
technological development, a model that most of the federations joined sooner or 
later, every system committing to bring its support to the others with the condition 
that all must go in the same direction.    
 
So sport equipment manufacturers, sporting infrastructure builders, specialised 
media’s, professionals of the entertainment industry, sponsors and federations unify, 
in order that all will get returns from their investments, an increase of facility sales, 
media influence, economic returns and the number of membership cards sold.  All 
are bound together. The new sporting practice oversees a progressive growth of its 
mercantile exchange value. The example of the Roland Garros tennis tournament in 
Paris is very relevant; in 1967 the winner received a purchase order of $150 to 
spend in a local shop. Now with the professionalization of the tournament, in 1968 
the winner earned one hundred times this sum. The live televising of the tournament 
during two weeks from 1970 then produced a dizzy effect on the number of players 
in France, with about one hundred thousand extra members every year for the 
federation! Today the winner receives a cheque representing eight thousand times 
the prize of 1967! However this sum is not comparable to the $225 0004, per day, 
that some better paid sportsmen won in 2007, nor to the two hundred and thirty 
billion dollars spent by the advertising industry, solely in USA, in 2001.   
 
Thus, the sporting environment became by stages a very strong international 
economic vector, with powerful extra sporting ramifications. One could even affirm 
that the modern sport concept was one of the first non-industrial activities to be 
globalised. As the modern sporting model got settled under the guise of a civilisation 
process, one noted that the immense majority of the major industrialised countries 
lost completely any interest in the way in which this happened. Yet, while only 
seeing the profitable side offered by the new activities, people became in fact, more 
and more, solely consumers of recreational activities. Our societies permitted the 
development of a system that was accompanied by a democratic regression, and 
civil society can only note that it almost lost all influence. This process saw the 
sporting spectacle, as it exists today, using commercially, the emotions of games 
associated festivals, culturally conditioning society and introducing new concepts of 
human links and consumption. Playful activity - games and sports, a societal 
element being part of our deepest emotional sensitivity, is almost lost to us. Sport 
and games have always been part of our cultural heritage but the industrial society 
would have allowed them to gradually fade away in the economic and commercial 
domain.   
 
All dominant societies try to reproduce themselves 

                                              
4 Or more than $28 000 per hour of work, which is in a few days, what almost all workers earn during a 
whole working life in industrial societies. 
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This observation is paradoxical for a society that since the 18th century has claimed 
to be inspired by the Olympic values of antiquity, because to consider the “Games” 
as merchandise would not have occurred to the men of that epoch. In democratic 
societies today one can observe a tendency to a sort of abandonment by the people 
of their rights in compensation for material goods, and this from the moment they 
have done their civic duty which consists of electing political representatives. It 
seems to have been very quickly forgotten that these democratic rights were won 
with difficulty, and we are aware that the political world often lets the economic world 
establish its own rules. However, in polls taken among the youth of several 
industrialised countries it appears that a majority have lost confidence in the future, 
reported the sociologist Olivier Galland5.  The number is alarming, 74% in France, 
68% in Spain, 64% in Germany, and even 57% in China! We can understand them, 
because the inheritance left by their parents is striking: their countries in debt, 
ecological damage inflicted on the planet in the name of economic growth, and a 
world (including all binders of society: culture, education, health) dominated by 
individuals whom nobody knows and for whom nobody votes: the ‘market’ and its 
speculators. If the young don't have the good fortune to be part of the small minority 
of “winners”, the world of enterprise is not interested in them, and we all bear some 
responsibility for this situation.   
 
Our industrial societies are sick due the consumerism6 pathology of hyper 
consumption, and the commercial sport, which invades our TV screens, shows 
clearly that the sports industry applies the same methods as that of the commercial 
market place. But to develop a rationalised hyper consumption, it is necessary to 
standardise cultures, that is to say tastes, playful practices, the imaginary, the 
spiritual, the whole in order to distribute to the world the same drinks, the same food 
or the same leisure. It is a situation of neo-colonialism that requires that one looks 
back on the process of colonisation. In the middle of the 17th century, in Ireland, the 
English led the first experiments of colonial policies on a large scale, exactly at the 
time of the setting up of progressive institutions in London within the House of 
Commons. The Irish had numerous interdictions against speaking their language in 
official places, or playing certain music in public, or to practice certain games, and all 
the usual prohibitions when the final objective is to acculturate a country in order to 
enslave it and to draw from it the major part of its energy and wealth. As for neo-
colonialism, to ensure the submission of a society it is necessary to destroy cultural 
references, economic organisation, the education system, sports and games and the 
language of the former decision-makers then to impose that of the new masters. The 
games, taste gastronomic, musical and architectural, are representations bound to 
cultural references.    
 
For the autochthones the traditional games of adults have always been lived with 
many other elements, like a way to mean an Us: “We exist, we create, we think and 
we decide by ourselves”. Thus, the future industrial societies developed while 
imposing new superstructures, sometimes to rationalise and to develop the 
economy, but always while destabilising or destroying the traditional societies of 
colonised countries in the name of a civilising mission, their own regions often 
underwent similar policies. So an important part of the world’s cultural wealth, that 
enriched our generation is disappearing or has disappeared. However the 
importance of the diversity of these playful practices is more and more affirmed by 
the works of scientists, who show that games have an immense capacity to develop 
the energy to construct individual and collective identities, they liberate and develop 

                                              
5 File published in the newspaper Le Monde, March 10, 2009. 
6 In the sense given in sociology.  
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creative energy. The practice of adult traditional games is also, in general, in 
harmony with natural space.   
 
In sport it is necessary to tame nature while creating artificial spaces, but also to 
impose a psychological domination of the opponents, the goal is not only to play but 
mainly to win. This philosophy is also used in enterprises that require its managers 
to follow objectives of excellence7, as in a sporting competition where only the first 
place is important. For industrial society it was indeed natural, at least necessary to 
its eyes, to develop this creative strength as an economic potential. In the same 
way, it was natural to it to always quantify and measure, because in terms of 
management the unknown is unforeseeable and therefore risky. However, if the 
industrial societies have transformed most of the different playful culture domains in 
terms of economic production, they wanted to keep a mythical ideal because 
otherwise the mirage, the dream doesn't work! As the winners of wars have always 
controlled the teaching of history in their favour, one can say that the economic 
dominating system reproduced naturally a leisure system in its image. This brings us 
to observe that sporting victory is often used by countries to present the image of a 
superior social system for their population, a picture often tinted by nationalism. 
Sport is not therefore a simple entertainment; it is a fact of universal civilisation of 
economic, social and political order, behind which crop up major questions and 
stakes. To give power to the sporting system to debate alone sports problems and 
philosophy would be the same as permitting leaders of commerce and energy to 
debate alone about the problems of pollution, and of the future of our planet!    
    
The myth of sport   
   
How can this situation be settled and why does it still exist today, in that civil society 
does not have the same democratic vigilance shown in many other domains, such 
as work, education, food, human rights, or pollution?  It seems that we have a taboo 
domain, comparable to that of all the myths, where sport is magnified, as formerly a 
divine activity. All the most honourable attributes are associated to it, without any 
critique; an instrument of personality formation, social integration, health, democratic 
construction, formation and education, emancipation, economic development and 
even an instrument to the service of peace and understanding between peoples! 
Thus, today most people refer to sport to describe their physical activities, even 
when it is merely about walking a few hundred metres to do some shopping. This is 
the result of a commercial promotional strategy, relayed by the players and the 
entire system of the administrative machine, federations, administrations and 
equipment manufacturers. Even though it is not questioned here that some of these 
values are carried by sport, it is necessary to denounce the hypocrisy which consists 
of saying that sport is a miracle medicine for the problems of society! The definitions 
of the different physical activity practices are therefore more than necessary to made 
known.    
   
If we juxtapose this complaisant speech to the privileged institutional position given 
to the huge modern sport federations, it makes one think of rhetoric. Indeed, we are 
all aware that high-level sport, in numerous disciplines, has often ominous effects for 

                                              
7 Does the definition of sport by Pierre de Coubertin not contain the germs of excess? : “Sport is the 
voluntary and usual cult of intensive muscular exercise, motivated by the desire to progress and 
capable to go on until the risk (of injury). It must be applied with ardour, I will even say with violence. 
Sport, is not physical exercise good for everybody, under the condition to be reasonable and 
moderate; sport is the pleasure of the strong, or of those who want to become so, physically and 
morally. Nothing would kill it more surely than to want to imprison it in a moderation contrary to its 
essence.” 
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health, and those athletes’ often frequent hospital8 operating rooms. These same 
high-level athletes often have difficulty in accepting the idea of become again 
“ordinary” citizens when their sporting career is over. From this, it is very tempting to 
use artifices not to fall into the emptiness represented by the anonymity of a career’s 
end. Like some politicians, they are determined to cling to their social standing, with 
risky conduct such as drugs, alcohol, or doping. “For most champions, to stop is a 
small death” said a former professional champion of the Tour de France. The doping 
problem is therefore absolutely not an independent social fact of sport but a visible 
emergence of its degeneration and that of our societies, and an unchangeable fact 
so much so that the financial stakes are so important in commercial sport. If we take 
amateur sport, we must ponder that in certain cases the ethical vision of its leaders 
should be disturbed9, even alienated, since a good example is not being given by the 
summit of the sporting pyramid?   
   
The reality is much more contrasted. We know that according to the club, the social 
condition of the player or the social situation of the country, there is no egalitarianism 
when the object is to organise a meeting between athletes: These are the athletes of 
the rich countries who win the medals! One could find many counter examples to the 
values listed in the last chapter, as the fact that in many team sports only the best 
children were chosen to play, which seems normal for adults, but that, for the 
educators, is a dissocialising attitude and anti-educational. If one takes the role of 
understanding between the peoples, we can tell at a minimum that it is very 
controversial because it is well known that the globalised sports are mainly the 
reflection of Western society. It is the case among the Olympic sports where only 
two among them are non-western. Two Tunisian researchers10 wrote in 1985 that 
“the world body culture had spilled out (in Tunisia) since the second half of the 20th 
century” after the country underwent the influence of the French Protectorate11. The 
outcome was that physical activities became controlled by pyramidal bodies 
“subjugated by the international federations and the Olympic Committee”. After 
having made a collection of the playful practices of Tunisia, the survey showed that 
in three-quarters of the Protectorate century the indigenous body practices had 
almost completely disappeared.    
 
Other examples exist to show that today's modern sports reflect a type of 
ethnocentrism. If we consider the massive emigration from Great Britain in 19th 
century to colonise the North American continent, Australia, and many other 
countries, one of the concrete consequences was the international spread of a 
playful and body culture form. The Commonwealth games are one of the modern 
representations of this spread, and the fifty-three nations in membership and 
seventy-five teams participating represent an enormous political weight, as these 
Games are the most important after the Olympics. Their concept was initiated in 
1891 with a Pan British competition which was intended to be held every four years. 
Whether this project was weakened with the 1896's first Games of Athens, an 
Empire Festival was again organised in 1911 in London. In 1930 The British Empire 
Games were founded and in 1966, in Kingston, Jamaica, the name was changed to, 

                                              
8 In 1990’s, a study showed that in France 85% of the high-level athletes were victims of an injury 
obliging them to take at least 5 days break. 
9 In 1994, a study made in the United States estimated that every year a million amateur sportsmen 
spent $120 millions in the purchase of anabolic steroid products on the black market. 
10 Borhane Erraïs & Mohammed Ben Larbi - Ethnographie des pratiques corporelles dans la Tunisie 
pré-coloniale. In Histoires sociales des pratiques sportives - INSEP, Paris, december 1985. 
11 A system where the administration and economy of the country is under the control of the armed 
forces, similar to a British Dominion. Tunisia became independent in 1956. 
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The British Empire and Commonwealth Games, then later due to political changes, 
The Commonwealth Games.      
 
Today the sports media cover offers the sporting system a very favourable compost 
to develop itself. For the ordinary person it represents the possibility to climb to the 
top of the social hierarchy while becoming a sort of video game hero, almost a god 
of ancient mythology with all the advantages associated with this position. For 
underprivileged social groups the system finds a resonance through the big sporting 
celebrations that answer to a deep spiritual need, mixing communion and collective 
identification and veneration of extraordinary exploits while slipping themselves, by 
mimetic, into the skin of almost superhuman beings. It is also the representation of a 
space out of time and realities, a necessary need to go back to the “festival”, similar 
to traditional games. However, the sporting world asks permanently for this right to 
“a separated time”, to evolve as in a parallel world to society, invoking its own laws 
in this area as it was for the European Union white book12 negotiations, even when 
one had serious transgressions. In Poland, the generalised corruption succeeded at 
the end of January 2006 in the dismissal and arrest of the main leaders of the 
football federation, showing that a sporting federation is not a state within the state. 
The last polemic on the Beijing OLYMPICS reinforces the obvious connection 
between politics and Olympic Games. 
 
Impact of the sports myth on institutional decision s    
   
The list of concrete cases showing discrimination led by this myth of sport, instituted 
by the macro sporting system, is long and complex. Opaque curtains scramble the 
visibility and protect the myth, continuing thus to transmit a sort of doping dream. 
This system of the “untouchables” appears in a study made in 2005 by the Danish 
Institute for Sport Studies, which concluded that newspapers and sporting publishers 
from all over the world are the best promoters of the sports industry. It is the main 
conclusion of one of the more important studies achieved on this topic and based on 
the analysis of ten thousand articles collected in thirty-seven general daily 
newspapers from ten different countries13. The investigation deducts that the 
sporting pages seem to operate like a supplementary marketing branch to the sport 
industry and don't respect the ethics we expect from journalists. Knut Helland, 
professor in the Bergen University in Norway and a sports journalism expert 
deducted that “the commercial activity around sport generates such a pressure on 
the journalist that it has become impossible to work according to the classic ideals of 
journalism”, which is a fundamental question, touching directly on democracy.    
 
Other observations, alarming for democracy at the European level, can be made 
showing clearly the interdependence between decisions and political conditioning. 
The political non recognition in general rhyme with the refusal to subsidise traditional 
games organisations by the states, a situation that is then reproduced by all other 
administrative levels: regions, provinces and sometimes the town councils. This also 
concerns the school system where the door is in general closed, at the level of the 
teacher training or of practice in the schools. This is how most adult traditional 
games federations are treated; an example is the Boule de Fort in France that 
comprises fifty eight thousand players, the third biggest federation in terms of the 
number of participants in the region of Pays de la Loire it doesn't receive any 

                                              
12 Article of Henning Eichberg, prof. at Syddansk university, Denmark, research Institte for Sport, 
Health and Civil society (CISC). http://isca-
web.org/filer/football%20European%20Sport%20revised300407.pdf  
13 More on www.playthegame.org/ 
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financial aid. This game of the Boule de Fort is mainly practised by rural people of 
modest means and the French media never mentions it! On the contrary, we note 
that the TV regularly broadcasts images of games almost without participants in 
France, such as American football.   
 
Confronted by this absence of institutional recognition the players of traditional 
games have therefore, either abandoned their practice, or they had to create a 
dynamic and a creativeness to find solutions to allow their games to survive. The 
traditional games organisations developed some qualities already present in the very 
essence of traditional games: resourcefulness, creativeness of a human being, and 
especially, the will to be actors in their own lives, absolutely opposite values to the 
spectators’ consumer situation developed by the mercantile system. These are all 
activities created around traditional games that forged their image of a social linking 
tool of development, which allowed clubs and academies to receive the support for 
their “social” and “cultural” action on behalf of local political representatives, 
permitting to them to engage in a process of recognition in several countries of 
Europe. This evolution even touched the administrative system, even if the means 
are still often not there. It is also the will of some regional parliaments which have 
now permitted some sporting practices to hoist themselves to a equivalent level to 
modern sports federations, in a register associating sport and culture, to gain an 
official recognition as a “cultural sport” in the concerned regions or country as 
Ireland.    
 
Today we are aware that to adopt the language, the culture - and we could add the 
games - of the dominant system, has always constituted a way of promotion. So the 
autochthonous elites have often adopted the games of their masters, certainly in the 
goal to rise socially even though sometimes a similar local game already existed. 
The case of cricket shows indeed that the game could be a space where the colonist 
accepted certain equality, at least during a match, but today cricket international 
meetings can take the dimension of a nationalistic14 revenge. Plato, the Greek 
philosopher, declared about two thousand five hundred years ago, “when you want 
to control the people, control their music”, which means to control the free time, the 
festivals and the games… However, if forms of body expressions have been 
destroyed against their will, the populations therefore have the right to reconstruct 
them, in conformity with their cultural and spiritual environment. Paradoxically some 
states, such as the former Eastern Europe countries, judged these reconstruction’s 
potentially reactionary and nationalistic and decided to destroy them or to confine 
them in a minor role. It was for example the case with the traditional wrestling 
grundbirkózás in Hungary, one of today’s most popular school sports there, trinta 
wrestling in Romania or palant, a game similar to baseball, in Poland, of which the 
two first were confined to the school practice for young children. However we are all 
aware today that the manipulations and the nationalistic recuperations are bound up 
with major sporting events.   
 
These obsolete arguments continue to influence many countries in their physical 
education policies in which traditional games are often excluded, except in some 
cases, such as in Spain where the education system allows traditional games to be 
taught in the universities of physical education while creating specific jobs for 
teachers. This situation in fact uncovers the fears of the macro political or economic 
systems to see the citizens appropriate to themselves the places of debates, of 
democratic decisions, to be actors of their own lives, refusing the mass culture 
imposed by the market. Once again the problem of the traditional games recognition 
is bound to a conception of democracy: on one hand the power of the “experts” 

                                              
14 Adam Kuper, 1995, « Le cricket, le nationalisme et le cambrioleur », In Terrain, n° 25. 
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named by the central administrations and on the other the local power permitting the 
implication of civil society in a participative democracy; in other words the concepts 
of theoretical people and sociological people developed by Pierre Rosanvallon15.  
 
Democracy and social practices linked with health   
   
When we say that playful practices are the mirrors of their societies, and then we 
must wonder about the pertinence of a solely antagonistic system of meetings put in 
place by the sporting system. One does not worry sufficiently about the repetitive 
side and the normative functions of these practices which always claim they are 
without consequences on political (social) life. After about a century of existence this 
system contributed to create an image of “losers” for the young that are not always 
in front, as if the industrial society has recreated a new caste for the first of the class, 
the “winners”. However a society that creates winners, also forges a multitude of 
losers noted Albert Jacquard16, a French poly-technician. To persuade a whole part 
of society that they are part of the “losers” is to infantilise them. Infantilisation17 is a 
way to deculturate the critical thought of adults. Benjamin Barber, in his book18 on 
the cultural and democratic regression that is hidden behind consumerism, a 
consequence of infantilised adults, explains to us that one of its perverse effects is 
also often a sectarian radicalisation of the concerned persons and a weakened adult 
culture.    
 
In the today’s big companies, this system of “winners” and “losers” inspired from 
modern sport is completely integrated to the elitist system of management, where 
excellence is permanently required. The idea that the progress of society is achieved 
through the selection of human beings is applied: the market eliminates the weak 
and keeps the strong. This organisation takes its source in the “social Darwinism” 
ideas of Herbert Spencer19, for whom a ‘healthy’ society, like an animal species 
described by Darwin, organised the elimination of its weaker elements, in a sort of 
auto natural regulation. All dominant systems, without pre-established rules, tends 
thus to exclude or to destroy the elements that cannot follow or do not allow 
themselves be assimilated. By definition, this new social organisation tries to break 
the bases of solidarity between employees, the foundations of the old “mechanical 
solidarity”, whereas today all official speeches ask to recreate the social link! It is as 
if we have recreated a society with an underclass. Thus, when one juxtaposes the 
speeches made by the sports industry (see the chapter “myth of sport”) and the 
result of the setting up of its real politics, the contradictory character is striking. 
Commercial sport and the mercantile system is one unit, and this is reproduced in 
amateur sport so much so that there is no resistance. Thus, as Benjamin Barber 
affirms about the market and education, “it is not enough to have transformed the 
education in trade; it transforms the trade in education”. So for dozens of years our 
society has been fed with theories that do not function in terms of social health, that 
are even counterproductive in terms of human investment.    
 

                                              
15 La légitimité démocratique, by Pierre Rosanvallon, prof. to the Collège de France, Seuil, 2008. 
16 Halte aux Jeux (Olympics), Stock, Paris, 2004 
17 Infantilisation is an attitude consisting of acting towards a person as to a child incapable of 
managing alone. The system that infantilises adopts an attitude of superiority to the infantilised 
persons, suggests that it knows what is good for them, manifests a will to think for them and, teaches 
them its morals. Infantilisation drives the infantilised people to adopt the point of view of the dominant 
system.   
18 Consumed : How Markets Corrupt Children, Infantilize Adults, and Swallow Citizens Whole, by 
Benjamin Barber, professor of political sciences at the Maryland University, president of the NGO 
CivWorld, W.W. Norton, New York, 2007.  
19 English scientist of the 19th century who associated social studies to biology. 



 

18 
 

The infantilisation of local cultures (of neo colonial type or other) is a way to 
inoculate the shame or fatalism by destroying the credibility of the local social 
contract. This erasing, constrained, from cultural influences has been studied by 
ethno psychiatrists. Dr Carrer’s team which worked on some very important 
pathology in Brittany20, such as suicide and alcoholism, showed that each time one 
noted the father’s loss of influence, because he represents the image of authority in 
the family in this region; however in psychoanalysis the father's role is to curb the 
mother's influence on the young child. In matriarchal societies as in the Breton 
speaking western Brittany, this is accentuated because the father’s lack of influence 
is supposed to be compensated by the phenomenon named “psychic extra father”, 
that means the customs, religious and social rituals, or the weight of the social 
group. In this case, the father and the psychic extra father are devalued. Dr Carrer 
concludes that when an outside culture is imposed, destroying the socio-cultural 
institutions, the effects are sufficiently sensitive to create a “social pathology”. One 
can compare these observations to those about the Canadian Inuit population which 
has the highest rates of suicides and alcoholism in the world, or again the problems 
of immigrant families in Europe, where the father cannot express his authority in a 
language and through cultural references now foreign to him.      
 
Pierre Parlebas21 said, at the 2002 symposium in Nantes22, that traditional games 
“accumulated indignities”, “condemned by the Church, suspected by the State, often 
abandoned to the children”, that they “took refuge in the underprivileged classes”, 
and we can add that this process of denigration has been applied to all the 
traditional body practices. In France, in the 18th century, at the time of the affirmation 
of the philosophical, scientific and political ideas of the Age of Enlightenment, the 
aristocracy and upward moving bourgeoisie confined the common people to a 
secondary, negligible role. This was done by means of a symbolic separation 
“(common) people – children” opposed to the “aristocracy – adults” (Philippe 
Ariès23). Thus, for them, the practice of festival games, the group dances in which 
everyone including children participated, revealed elements of “childhood” in which 
were the common people, while couples dancing became the dance of the 
comfortable and superior classes, who also abandoned traditional games. In Britain 
the aristocracy distanced themselves from ordinary people while practising sports 
newly created from the transformation of former games into sporting disciplines, 
‘sports’. These are two examples confirming the theory of eugenics24 developed by 
Francis Galton.   
   
Sport is neither virtuous, or the opposite, nor do traditional games have miraculous 
remedies for our societies. However a society that creates discriminations or 
alienation and which does not respect human dignity, contributes to create serious 
social pathologies that tend then to turn into physiological problems. It is proven that 
the different institutional situations imposed on the sporting or playful practices 
reveal discriminatory realities, in particular for the games of cultural tradition, and the 
eradication of these discriminations can only help to improve some social pathology. 

                                              
20 L’enfant breton et ses images parentales. Actes de la VIIème  rencontre d’études ethno 
psychiatriques, Institut Culturel de Bretagne, 1986. 
21 In Jeux traditionnels – Quels loisirs sportifs pour la société de demain ?  Guibert J. & Jaouen G., 
Institut Culturel de Bretagne (2005). 
22 Popular culture and education for the  21st century - October 2002 – Nantes (Fr) 
23 L’enfant et la vie familiale sous l’ancien régime, Philippe Ariès, Seuil, 1973. 
24 Eugenics is an action which tries to improve the hereditary character of the human species by 
deliberate intervention. Several very serious political attitudes were inspired by this theory. Its 
promoter was Francis Galton, a 19th century English scientist and cousin of Darwin. 
24 Speech at UNESCO. 
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Today, the best answer to the global problem of health is a global answer, by the 
setting up of societal structures, which answer to a more highly democratic criterion, 
permitting first of all to place the human being at the centre of the world system, and 
not the market. This is a necessity in order that everybody should be in a condition 
to express the most fundamental of rights: their culture. Claude Lévi-Strauss, the 
great anthropologist and thinker, said that “civilisation implies the coexistence of 
cultures offering between them the maximum of diversity, and consist even in this 
coexistence25”. The remedy in order to solve the pains that overwhelm our societies 
is more democracy between nations at the world level, and more power to a civil 
society which will be respectful of all. In this sense, states moving towards the 
recognition of traditional games and sports and giving them the same prestige as 
modern sporting disciplines contribute to the improvement of the social health of 
their population. 
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Contribution of the traditional sports and 
games to a systemic conception of health. 
 
Pere LAVEGA 
Research Group of Traditional Games 
Institute National of Physical Education of Catalonia (INEFC) 
University of Lleida (Spain) 
 
 
Summary:  
The review of the concept of almost sporting game, traditional sporting game, almost 
sport or traditional sport or sport, as well as the concept of health or quality of life 
requires adopting a systematic vision when it comes to linking them. 
 
The concept of health refers to a complex polyhedral phenomenon, characterized by 
the subjective and objective aspects of the person, than with the sickness absence, 
correspond with the physical, mental and social well-being of the person.  It is also 
related with the individual position each one has in life, depending on the cultural 
context, values and expectations. 
 
When participating in a traditional sporting game or traditional sport (Tsg-Ts) each 
player starts motor activities. The motor activity is multidimensional and it is 
characterized for being associated to an external signification (what we observe) and 
an internal one (body experience, mental image, emotion…) that activates at once 
the biological, cognitive, affective and social dimensions of the person. These motor 
activities are full of meaning in the social and cultural context where the person lives. 
 
Proceeding form these considerations, we accomplish in this text a review of the 
contribution of Tsg-Ts in each one of the dimensions of health and quality of life. In 
the biological dimension we explain the importance of being active to improve the 
musculoskeletal, cardiovascular, immune and hormonal systems. In this paragraph 
we show how the playful tradition has been passed on specially through sporting 
games, in which the person intervene with motor activities associated to an exertion. 
 
In the affective or emotional dimension we recall Parlebas, who in 1969 stated that 
the affection is the key to the motor activities and personality development. The 
emotional involvement is an integral part of the motor activities. In a recent research 
we have been able to confirm the extraordinary contribution of Tsg-Ts to the 
education of the emotions. 
 
The Tsg-Ts play as well a fundamental role in the social and cultural dimension of 
health. The interpersonal relationships, the social dialog, the socialization starting 
from different driving interactions in the cultural context in which we live are some of 
the most well known contributions in this level. 
 
Therefore, we need to consider the contribution of the Tsg-Ts in the systemic 
concept of health in the XXI Century. 
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1. CONCEPT OF TRADITIONAL SPORTING GAME.  
Traditional game, as well as other concepts as game or sport, has been studied and 
interpreted since different views, disciplines or knowledge areas. Still the concept is 
not precisely enough to be use in the scientific field. In this text, the theoretical frame 
of reference from the fundaments of the driving action or driving praxiology science.  
For that reason, before we justify the relationship between game and health or 
quality of life is necessary to difference between the concepts of almost sporting 
game, sporting game, traditional sporting game, institutional sporting game or sport, 
or almost sport. 
 
1.1 Traditional sporting game and institutionalized  sporting game. 
For sporting game  we understand “that situation of codified motor confrontation, 
called game or sports by the social circumstances. Each sporting game is 
established by a rules system which determines its internal logic”. (Parlebas, 
2001:276) 
 
This definition doesn’t make premature judgement about the content of the sporting 
games and lets the field open to any kind of analysis. The institution criterion invites 
to distinguish to big playful categories socially marked: the institutional sporting 
games and the traditional sporting games. 
 
The institutional sporting game  or sport  “is a sporting game conducted for an 
officially recognised institution (federation) and consecrate in consequence by the 
sport institutions; an institutional sporting game is a sport”. These games are 
presented by the authority of officially recognised institutions (international 
federations, Olympic committees…); they are ruled by strict, registered and 
recognised regulations. Its development is connected with the spectacularity and it’s 
tied to the socioeconomic processes of production and consumption. The reference 
to the concept of institution requires the intervention of powerful institutions that 
provide with the material instruments in a big amount: directive committees, 
regulations, calendars, referees, administrative personal, financial mechanisms, 
sanctions, etc. At peak of it, the institutional recognition try to world-wide extend the 
adopted sporting games (Parlebas, 201:281). As examples, football, basketball, 
handball or athletics. 
 
The traditional sporting game  is “a sporting game frequently played in a long 
cultural tradition, which has not been regulated by the social institutions”. Often they 
are linked to a very old tradition, their rule system admits a lot of variations 
depending on the player’s wishes, not of the official institutions and they use to be 
ignored by the socioeconomic processes. While in the institutional game there is a 
centralizing institution that makes the rules, we can say that with the intention of 
extend them to everyone; the traditional game lets the local tradition to take care of 
the transmission of codes and rituals. The rules are being established by the groups 
that practice the game depending on local customs and characteristics. The same 
game can give form to new ways of playing, which can become new games 
(Parlebas, 2001:286). There exist an incredible amount of ball games, games with 
sticks, children games or adult games with local rules and are being played without 
and strict calendar or that in many occasions are part of local festivities. 
 
It’s funny to see that the everlasting pejorative division between work, considered a 
noble activity, and game, accused of being a children distraction, reproduces 
between the institutional game, proclaiming the seriousness and nobility, and the 
traditional game, being called childlike and inferior. However, before we establish 
crooked hierarchies at the service of underground ideologies that don’t dare to 
become public, it will be preferable to explore the full scope of the motor-ludic 
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practises, where the sport is a rich subset, and study in depth its different elements. 
The biodiversity culture looks more enriched than the dogmatic alienation with only 
one model. Looking at these observations, it’s necessary to start a scientific 
reflection and therefore critical about the theory of sporting games, as Parlebas 
states and achieves (2001). 
 
Between the traditional sporting game  and the institutional sporting game  we find 
the almost sport called generally traditional sport, corresponding to that “ sporting 
game which enjoys of a big institutional recognition at a local level, but hasn’t 
achieve yet the unquestionable international status”(Parlebas, 2001:50). They are 
normally semi-institutionalized games which “sportification” is very developed, but 
not finished, and therefore hasn’t achieved the international status yet. There are 
examples, like many fight games, bowling games, ball… which federation has a 
regional character.   
 
Also indicate that in the opposite extreme to sport, we find the almost sporting 
games  corresponding with “a non formal and free physical situation normally called 
sport or game and lack of rules and competition” (Parlebas, 2001:53). These are 
physical activities that are not subject to precise rules, motor activities that start by 
their participants own initiative, that try to seek an immediate entertainment that is 
not dependent on external regulation with competitive purpose. Examples of these 
self-organized activities are play with a spinning top, a bilboquet, a yoyo and a hoop. 
 
2. CONCEPT OF HEALTH AND QUALITY OF LIFE 
The concept of health  should be addressed as a polyhedral phenomenon, 
consisting in a set of different factors. Already in 1948 the World Health Organization 
(WHO) associated the concept of health to “a state of physical, mental and social 
well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity” (WHO, 1948)26. 
 
The initial concept of health has been enriched by the incorporation of the concept 
quality of life . The WHO creates in 1991 a multicultural group of experts which 
move on in the definition of quality of life as “the individual´s perception of their 
position in life in the cultural and values system in which they live and in relation to 
their objectives, expectations, standards, and concerns” (1994) 
 
The concept of quality of live is broader than that of health, as it includes the 
possibility of personal realization in every vital dimension, being health a basic 
condition between these dimensions, as the health absence denies or decreases the 
quality of life. 
 
The World Health Organization Quality Of Life project (WHOQOL) was initiated in 
1991. The aim was to develop an international cross-culturally comparable quality of 
life assessment instrument. It assesses the individual's perceptions in the context of 
their culture and value systems, and their personal goals, standards and concerns. It 
includes 26 items which measure the following broad domains: physical health, 
psychological health, social relationships, and environment.27 
 

                                              
26 Definition that appeared in the preamble of the constitution of the World Health 
Organization as being adopted in the international conference of health, New York, June 19th 
-22nd , 1946; signed on July 22nd, 1946 by representatives of  61 states and entered into force 
on April 7th, 1948.  
27 World Health Organization (1993). WHOQoL Study Protocol. WHO (MNH7PSF/93.9)  
http://www.who.int/substance_abuse/research_tools/en/english_whoqol.pdf 
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Once again, this approach requires overcoming the biomedical model (biological) 
concept of health or quality of life to reach an integral or systematic model to 
respond uniformly to the biological, psychological, social and cultural dimensions of 
the individual. 
 
3. RELATIÓNSHIP BETWEEN TRADITIONAL SPORTING GAME A ND HEALTH 
OR QUALITY OF LIFE 
 
Since the theoretical framework related to the health or quality of life is built from a 
systemic approach it is as well necessary to examine its relationship with the 
traditional sporting game from a systematic view.  Therefore, the motor praxiology or 
science of motor action created by Parlebas is the scientific discipline in which this 
work is supported, as it overcomes obsolete analysis models of sports and games 
which curiously are still active in the physical education field. The mechanist model, 
supported in disciplines as the bio mechanism is still valid; this model is inspired  by 
the Cartesian approach that tends to reduce the principles of physiology to physical 
ones; the rules of mechanic are considered enough to account for the person who 
acts; the explanation of the sporting games is been made from the bio mechanic 
understanding the motor activity of each player as a simple machine that activates 
an ordered setoff bone joints and muscle groups that function as a sum of 
successive gear. This model is neither over passed by the physiologic approach that 
reduces the interpretation of the motor activity of a player to analyze of the effort, the 
energy an athlete consumes. Neither satisfies attempting to interpret the intervention 
of a player in a game from a cybernetic model when associating the motor activity to 
a computer that processes the information it receives and gives often an answer in 
stimulus-response reductionist terms as if the person was an automaton completely 
auto regulated which decisions are all scheduled. 
 
Facing these reductionist models, Parlebas proposes a systemic point of view, 
disruptive with other approaches. The protagonist in this approach is for the 
signification, the symbolic and the meta-communication, the motricity, where the 
mechanical, energetic and informational data remain subject to the attribution to a 
meaning by the active subject, meaning that materializes in the motor decision 
(Parlebas, 2001). A pelotari (ball player) who decides return the ball to the wall not 
only performs certain movements, he tries to anticipate moving there where the ball 
will probably go and hits the ball with different intentions each move. It´s not only 
about gestures, movements and techniques, but also about the global action of a 
person who improvises a motor activity  according to the rules of the game and the 
dynamic of every motor situation ( location of the players, speed of movements, 
position where to hit the ball from…). Is the personality of the player that is at stake, 
the cognitive skills that allow the player to evaluate each situation that constantly 
changes, and that allow the player to pre operate; also the affective resources that 
take shape in the emotive reactions, in the way we take risk and also in the 
availability to relational conflict, i.e. to the motor communication that can be 
established through melee. Therefore, the different dimensions of personality – 
biological, affective, cognitive and relational- are activated by once in the motor 
behavior of the players (Figure 1). 
 
The systemic concept of the motor behavior refers to considering the whole person 
acting, giving meaning to each of the answers of motor nature. Parlebas (2001) 
defines the concept of motor behavior as “significant organization of motor 
participation.  The motor behavior is the motor participation as bearer of meaning. It 
is the significant organization of actions and reactions of an acting person, which 
relevance of expression is of motor nature. A motor behavior can only be observed 
indirectly; it´s manifested by a motor participation which observing data are sense 
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fitted and that is experience consciously or unconsciously by the acting person. For 
example, when we film a volley player, we record their immobility’s, their changes of 
location in the space, jumping and hitting the ball, in sum their motor participation; 
we talk about motor behavior when we try to achieve,, with all these objective 
manifestations, the significance of the experience they have directly associated 
(intention, perception, mental image, project, motivation, wish, frustration…). 
 
In fact, the motor behavior cannot be reduced to a sequence of observable events, 
nor a pure consciousness detached from reality. It responds to the totality of the 
acting person, to the unitary synthesis of the significant action, or, if preferred, the 
acted meaning. This double perspective combines the point of view of the extern 
observation (observable behavior) and the intern significant (the body experience: 
perception, mental image, anticipation, emotion…) allows the motor behavior 
concept play a crucial role in physical education” Page 85. 
 

           
 Figure1. Different dimensions of the motor behavior (biological, cognitive, 
emotional and social). 
 
 
Although in recent years the physic education and graduates in physical activity and 
sport science have improve their social status, the teacher of physical education is 
still based in dispersed and unconnected knowledge, without any coherent theorical 
organization or consistent application, since it is based in not so recently updated 
concepts in relation with the existing paradigms. The technological modernization 
and social progress has not matched a revival of scientific knowledge, therefore 
procedures are still archaic. (Lagardera & Lavega, 2005) “ It is essential that the 
physical education will definitely embrace the principles of quantum physics, the 
embryonic biology, the human sciences and the systemic to be able to understand 
the human being as an intelligent system that reacts as a totality/total, even if only 
one of its parts is being stimulated and specially, it will need to enforce in a resolute 
and pragmatic way these life foundations already universally accepted. 
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Concept of Health or quality of life  Concept of motor Behavior  
� Poliedric phenomenon � Multidimensional phenomenon  
� Subjective aspects (individual 

perception) + objectives aspects 
 

� External meaning +Internal 
meaning 

(body experimentation, mental 
images, emotions,…) 

Rather than absence of disease is 
primarily: 
� Physical well-being,  
� Psychological well-being 
� Social well-being 
Position in life according to their 
cultural context, values, 
expectations… 

Activates uniformly the different 
dimensions of the person: 
� Biological,  
� Cognitive, Afective  
� Social  
In social and cultural context where 
the person lives. 

 
Table 1. Resume of the ideas and factors associated to the concepts of health, 
quality of live and motor behavior. 
 
4. BENEFITS OF TRADITIONAL SPORTING GAME TO THE BIO LOGICAL 
DIMENSION OF HEALTH. 
 
Often, the most of the reflections that relate game or physic exercise with health 
focus attention exclusively in the biological dimension of the person. Even when they 
provide interesting data is insufficient referring only to this dimension of the systemic 
concept of health or quality of life. 
 
From a biological point of view, has been proved that regular physical exercise 
improves functioning of the different organ systems, specially the musculoskeletal 
and immunologic system, balancing blood and lymph, activating positively the 
hormonal system, and in short, providing a homeostatic balance to the body. 
Specialist believe that physical exercise is healthy if it involves a higher energy cost 
to the basal energy expenditure (between 800 and 2000 kilocalories per day) and as 
well recommend that its diverse, not boring and if possible to be performed in 
groups. 
 
Instead, it’s also been proved that lack of physical activity causes musculoskeletal 
diseases, heart pathologies, hyperlipidemy, reduces muscle and skeletal mass and 
reduces the functional capacity of the person. Martínez Vizcaíno & Sánchez López, 
(2008) tell, physical activity in adults is associated with a lower risk of obesity, 
cardiovascular disease, hypertension, diabetes, cancer and premature mortality. 
There are enough evidences that the origins of cardiovascular disease are found in 
childhood and adolescence. The figures of lipids and lipoproteins, blood pressure 
and adiposity in youth tend to persist throughout life (tracking). There are also 
proves that the patterns of behaviour in terms of physical activity remain in adult life. 
If, beyond this, we consider the difficulty of changing habits in adulthood, we can 
say, without fear of error that the childhood and adolescence are key stages in the 
primary prevention of cardiovascular disease and other diseases associated with 
sedentary.  
 
 One of the recent studies (Moscoso & Moyano, 2009) indicates that the Spanish 
population is mainly sedentary; under half of the population practices physical 
exercise and only two out of ten persons do it regularly. Walking is the main motor 
activity performed in leisure, while practise of sporting games lies in fifth position. Six 
out of ten Spanish indicates that at work they spend most of their time sitting or 
standing without much effort. 
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The problems from a lack of exercise affect specially the young and elderly. Young 
people today are much more passive than past generations. According to the 
Spanish Observatory for Sustainability (OSE) the rate of obesity among Spanish 
children under 24 years is the highest in Europe /four out of ten children or young 
suffer from obesity of overweight), originating a premature increase of diseases. 
 
Between 2004 and 2006, Martínez Vizcaíno & Sánchez López (2008) and 
collaborators conducted and investigation in Cuenca (Castilla y la Mancha) Scientific 
evidence in prevention of overweight in school; Cuenca’s study, in which they study 
over 1000 9 to 11 years old children on 4th and 5th grade from 20 different primary 
schools who participated in a program based on traditional sporting games and other 
leisure physical practice, whereas this age children want to play and enjoy 
themselves. The sessions were conducted during one hour and a half, three times a 
week. In addition to encourage persistence in this program, researchers devised a 
plan; they were given a prize (a T-shirt, a hat or a book) that exceed the 70% 
attendance. The students were divided into two groups, one of control that did not 
follow this program and another of intervention, and all were evaluated the same 
variables: percentage of overweight and obesity, triceps skin fold thickness (triceps 
area is a good indicator of subcutaneous fat), percent body fat, analytical energy 
expenditure and a breathing test. The results showed that the in the intervention 
group decreased obesity (from 33.16% to 27.08%), triceps skin fold (from 17.41 to 
16.83 millimetres) and percentage body fat (24, 29% to 23.99%). It also reduced 
APO B; a protein linked to bad cholesterol, and increased the APO A, a protein 
linked to good cholesterol. The thinnest children’s skin fold increased while it 
declined in the most obese. The figures of body fat in the most obese were slightly 
reduced and increased in the thinnest. 
 
In this dimension is convenient to reaffirm the contribution of traditional games 
because they require a physiological intervention of the individual. Different 
European studies confirm the extraordinary presence of motor nature games in the 
traditional culture; the ludic tradition is transmitted mainly through the ludic motor 
activity. As an example we can tell that until the 50’s traditional games of motor 
nature clearly dominated over society games (in Catalonia they represented the 87% 
(Lavega, 2004), in Basque Country the 81%,Etxebeste, (2001) and these data are 
even higher in another historical times like in painter Brueghel’s time (XVI century) 
researched by Parlebas, 1999, where the motor games are the 100% of the 
entertainment reflected in the work of this Flemish painter. 
 
This praxis nature of traditional sporting games unlike society games requires 
players to make some kind of physical effort in all motor situations, whether in 
psychomotor games in which persons participate without interacting with other 
players (short runs, jumps, throws ...) or in  socio-motor games in which is required 
to interact with other players (i.e. dancing, building human towers, transportation of a 
boat sailing...), to oppose adversaries (i.e. fighting battles, races and half long 
distance...) o to cooperate and  to oppose in teams against other groups (i.e. ball 
games, games with sticks as the bélit or the billarda…). However, the level of 
physical effort and involvement is very different in the cyclic games (normally the 
psychomotor ones) in which all the participants perform a similar physical effort in 
contrast to games whose internal logic trigger situations that are changing 
constantly, due to uncertainty and contingencies that cause adversaries or 
relationship with the physical environment; in these cases each player will perform 
different efforts depending on their decision making associated with the roles, 
strategy and decisions they make during the game. 
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5. BENEFITS OF TRADITIONAL SPORTING GAMES TO THE AF FECTIVE -
EMOTIONAL DIMENSION OF HEALTH.  
 
Already for forty years ago, Parlebas 1969 (cited in Parlebas 1990) advanced that to 
understand the contribution of motor education in the development of personality is 
necessary to understand that emotions are the key drivers of motor behaviours. That 
is to say, when someone participates in a traditional sporting game, the decision 
making and the motor answers are shaped by affectivity, so that you cannot 
separate the cognitive and affective level and therefore the emotions from the 
motricity. When been involved in any traditional sporting game the perception is by 
itself affectivity, as the affectivity is by itself perception. The perception is not a 
passive reception the player makes but an active elaboration heavily impregnated 
with emotional elements. 
 
In considering the contribution of the traditional game to the systemic concept of 
health and quality of life, it is necessary to integrate all the affective and inter-
personal components not just as mere factors that temporarily facilitate the 
involvement of motor actions, but as key ingredients of the motor action itself. 
 
Affective data become constituent parts of the motor action and therefore of the 
entire process of learning in any traditional sporting game. As an example, we can 
observe that there are numerous examples of situations that cause an inhibition in 
some players, such as a skittles player or a bar thrower player that try again to 
perform the same action that caused them a shoulder injury; or such as a wrestler 
that face again the opponent who defeated him and injured him after a sharp 
contact; or such as the kid that climbs again the same human tower from which he 
fell. In all these cases we cannot do an analysis or assessment of the responses 
only from a biomechanical point of view, as despite providing interesting, facts 
should be contextualized in a specific motor situation in which there is a strong 
emotional involvement. 
 
The motor praxiology when incorporating the systemic concept of motor behaviour 
shows that the affective, cognitive and social dimensions are inseparable, as 
intentionality displays a set of meanings and emotional implications. 
 
The emotion should be understood as a vital reaction to an internal or external 
stimulus, i.e., that life is present through the emotion, whatever the trigger is. At the 
same time, as traditional sporting games corresponds with a generating active 
process of motor actions, is necessary to identify the emotional processes. 
 
The contribution of the traditional sporting games to the education or health 
improvement or quality of life from an emotional point of view is unquestionable. The 
variety of situations that these games offer, allow identify benefits on the different 
dimensions of emotion. For example, the traditional psycho-motor games performed 
in a stable environment tend to reproduce motor stereotypes, i.e., automatic replies; 
such is the case of psycho-motor games of skittles, bar throwing and other games 
as the bilboquet or throwing a spinning top. The internal logic of each of these 
situations leads to the person to know in detail their physical limitations, their 
weaknesses and their strengths and to be aware of and regulate their emotions in 
situations that require the concentration of individual muscle groups and joints the 
body. 
 

Fig 3. Example of psychomotor games in which players learn to 
recognize their strengths, their limitations, their fears, their 
perceptions and emotions. 
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           Fig. 3 
 
There are also other games that are based on overcoming difficulties and incidentals 
of playground (most of which take place in nature) as races from a village to a 
chapel, competitions between ships to travel on rivers or at sea, in which it is 
necessary to adjust each intention to the process of adaptability to unforeseen that 
are generated by the uncertainty of the environment. The controlled risk involves 
high doses of emotional involvement, which is a kind of a challenge the laws of 
nature game. 
 
Furthermore, traditional games provide an extraordinary mosaic of situations in 
which people must interact with others, whether companions or opponents. In these 
socio-motor games affectivity is associated with being able to read and reacting to 
emotions, and unforeseen risks generated by other participants. This may be the 
case of the Leonese, Canarian or Breton wrestling games, where the acting person 
must decipher, interpret and react to each motor action often unforeseen of their 
adversary. The same happens with games between teams, as many ball games, in 
which it’s necessary to be adapted to the actions and emotional reactions caused by 
the intervention of others. 
 
There is no hierarchy among different types of traditional sporting games, therefore 
we cannot identify the best and the worst games, first-class games and secondary 
ones, but games that activate different processes and therefore also unequal 
consequences. In principle there is no aseptic sporting game, but any game situation 
triggers active processes associated with the expression of different classes of 
emotions (positive, negative or equivocal). 
 
Any ground where traditional sports games take place (street, square, sports 
facilities…) is a laboratory where emotional experiences, learning, motor relations 
and socializing consequences are being generated and that deserve to be 
investigated. 
 
The above considerations have prompted several research groups from universities 
in Spain, Portugal and Brazil to launch a study on the relationship between different 
kinds of emotions and the various families of traditional sporting games. In a first 
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phase, of awareness emotional, we have studied the emotions experienced by 284 
university students after the practice of traditional sporting games that are 
representative of the four domains of motor action according to the motor interaction 
criterion (psycho-motors, cooperation, opposition and cooperation-opposition). In 
addition half of the games distinguished participants into winners and losers, while 
the other half were games without victory. Data analysis confirms that the different 
domains of motor action or games families do not behave the same way; positive 
emotions were expressed with high intensity in cooperative games without victory, 
while negative emotions are activated basically in those games in which they could 
win, lose or be eliminated (Lavega, Filella, Lagardere, Mateu, & Soldevila, 2009). On 
this point we can indicate that in several studies of children's traditional games in 
Mediterranean regions it is been observed a predominance of games without a 
victory regarding rather than games that distinguish winners from losers. However in 
the case of adult games in different European it is been observed that games with 
victory are the dominating games, but unlike professional sports, most of these 
games take place in a holiday or local competitions in which success in the 
competition is often shared by other participants (other types of activities shared by 
all attendees, such as dances, food, songs ...). 
 
 
Fig 5. Example of socio-motor game: the chain (cooperative play) in which the 
relationship with others is an essential dimension to assess the contribution of these 
situations. 

 

       
  Fig. 5 
 
 
Fig 6. Example of the representation of roles in the game and sub roles in the 
traditional sporting game called the Bear, the Guardian and the Hunter. The risks 
and emotional implications are associated with decision making in relation to other 
players. 
 



 

31 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The traditional sporting game is carrier of a myriad of optimal experiences 
(understood in the sense that (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997) can help to improve self-
esteem, awareness and emotional regulation and thus to enhance the emotional 
dimension of health or quality of life. This author, a student of happiness, indicates 
that the best experiences that generate happiness appear in very specific conditions. 

“-The protagonist active ability to cause something t o happen . The best 
moments of our lives, are not passive, receptive and relaxed moments. The 
best moments usually occur when the body or the mind of a person have 
reached its limits in a voluntary effort to achieve something difficult and 
worthwhile. An optimal experience is something that we make happen. 
 - Sense of participation.  The muscles of the swimmer may have hurt during 
the memorable career, the lungs may have been about to explode, and he 
may have suffered a bit of dizziness and fatigue, but they may have been the 
best moments of his life. 
- Flow . State in which people are so involved in the activity that nothing else 
seems to care, the experience itself is so enjoyable that people will take place 
in it even if it has a great cost, for the pure reason of making it. 
- Optimal state of inner experience .  This state manifests itself when there 
is order in consciousness. The lack of internal order is a subjective condition 
that some authors know as ontological anxiety or existential angst. While 
humanity has collectively increased their material powers hundreds of times, it 
has not achieved much in terms of improving the content of his experience. 
Page 34. 

 
Indeed, participation in traditional sporting games allows enable these four 
conditions that will surely promote the affective dimension of well-being or a healthy 
lifestyle. 
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6. BENEFITS OF THE TRADITIONAL SPORTING GAME TO THE  SOCIAL AND 
CULTURAL DIMENSION OF HEALTH. 
 
In the study surveyed by (Moscoso & Moyano, 2009), Spanish population reported 
being very satisfied with life, have high levels of welfare and quality of life. Of 
specific aspects of quality of life highlights the importance of interpersonal relations, 
which has also been confirmed in other Mediterranean countries by other scholars 
who these same authors cite such as Antonucci et al., 1996, Fernandez - 
Ballesteros, Zamarrón, Rudinger et al., 2005, Fernandez-Ballesteros, Zamarrón and 
Macía, 1996. 
 
For aging people exercise is an extraordinary way to restore social bonds because 
these activities are been performed outside, especially that aspect is very important 
for aging women to combat risks as loneliness, depression and discouragement. 
 
In several studies about traditional sporting games in different regions of Europe 
(Etxebeste, 2001; Lavega, Bardají, Costes, & Saul, 2001; Lavega, Bardají, Costes, 
& Saul, 2002; Lavega, Bardají, Costes, & Saul, 2005 and Lopez Sosoaga, 2006), 
and in other Mediterranean regions of Africa (Bouzid, 2000; Elloumi, 2000) using a 
etnomotor approach, the presence of a large socio-motor games that require motor 
interaction with another people has been confirmed. If the games beamed in the first 
half of the twentieth century, several studies confirm the predominance of socio-
motricity in various European Mediterranean regions as Catalonia (74.7%), Basque 
Country (76.7%), Valencia (85 %) and Tunisia (84%). 
 
Among the options while playing the person can cooperate with partners, oppose to 
the rivals, participate with others to solve a common challenge, propose team 
strategies, involve in original motor networks communications, such as intervening in 
games in which is possible to change partners or adversaries while playing or make 
paradoxical games in which other participants can be companions and adversaries 
at once. Traditional sporting games understood should be understood as a society in 
miniature or as a laboratory of motor relationships. These activities develop among 
players socialization based on discovering, recognizing and sharing experiences 
with others. For this reason traditional sporting games become an extraordinary 
scenario to make possible the socialization of a healthy lifestyle based on 
interpersonal relationships. 
 
A study surveyed in various European regions (Lavega, 2006 ed.) within the 2000 
culture program about traditional sporting games practiced by adults, the results 
confirmed the high integrative dimension of these games. It we consider the gender 
of the protagonists we can observe the presence of mixed games (39%), especially 
in a holiday context, and also male games (38%) and women's games (5%). At the 
same time there are games in which men and women play separately (18%) mainly 
in federated sporting championship games (see Figure 7). In Figure 8 we can see 
that there are also games played by people of different ages, especially when the 
context is not a tournament or a competition. These data could hardly be found on 
the stage of professional sport, which confirms the large contribution of the 
traditional sports to the social dimension of quality of life or health. 
 

 
Fig. 7 and 8 Results of the composition of the groups of 
adult sporting games in different European regions 
attending gender and age.  
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                         Fig. 7 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                  Fig. 8. 
 
The local festivity or celebration is one most important context where traditional 
sporting games achieve their maximum significance and meaning. Throughout every 
festive context the game improves the interrelationship between diverse social 
groups, helping to enable coexistence, harmony and relation with others. Moreover, 
in a society where multiculturalism is becoming more and more present, it is 
necessary to recognize the 'folkelig" dimension of game (Eichberg, 2001), which 
implies promoting the right to be different, to share our and your games to foster a 
culture of peace based on democracy and enabling the integration of all participants 
in the collective context where it belongs (Jaouen, 2001). Currently there are still 
many places in Europe and other continents where the traditional games are an 
essential ingredient of the local festivals. In fact, the results obtained in the 
organization of traditional games in various European regions show the outstanding 
importance of local groups such as neighbourhood associations, organizing 
committees for a fair or festival, cultural associations or clubs, organizations of 
labour (f ex. fraternities, cooperatives, associations of farmers ...), commercial and 
public institutions of the town that celebrates the festivity. 
 
Undoubtedly this last section together with the previous, justify the excellent 
contribution of the traditional games in the improvement of the various dimensions of 
health or quality of life. The systematic view of the traditional games and health can 
justify a much needed role of traditional games in the XXI century. 
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Health is usually associated, in an almost exclusive way, with the individual's 
biological characteristics. However, as Pere Lavega appropriately reminds us, the 
emotional, cognitive and social phenomena, that deeply influence, motor conducts, 
intervene in an important way in this organic state. Thus we adopt the excellent 
definition proposed by the World Health Organisation, according to which “health is a 
state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence 
of disease or infirmity”. Created by an official body, this definition has the happy 
initiative to associate with health, the factors of psychological and relational well-
being that play an important role in the experiences linked to the quality of life of 
every person.    
 
RELATIONAL WELL-BEING 
 
 In the setting of traditional games, what do we understand by “relational well-
being?". Undoubtedly, the pleasure of meeting with others, the search for 
“togetherness”, the sharing of common actions and emotions. This joy of meeting 
doesn't exclude the aspect of confrontation and struggle; the contest of opponents in 
an accepted setting being part of the collective stimulation. Traditional games 
possess an inexhaustible diversity, and relational well-being is based on the player’s 
capacity of adaptation to this abounding Ludodiversity.   

The player must be capable of accepting opposing and co-operating actions 
in their multiple forms; he must be able to adapt to reversing situations, to the 
subtleties of conflict and alliance, to the sudden initiatives of groups. To put all his 
energy at the service of his partners, to receive strong help from his team, to act in 
common with loyal companions, all these impetuses can cause an enthusiasm that 
inflames the relational affectivity. At an accomplished level, this playful well-being 
accepts the constraints of the collective contract.  This becomes the indispensable 
setting for shared factual experiences in which the different episodes, sometimes 
pleasant and sometimes unpleasant blend in a globally very satisfying adventure. To 
learn to manage defeat, to risk losing a personal advantage to save a team member 
in difficulty, to sacrifice oneself to deliver a captive partner, represent enriching 
experiences that invite the player to leave aside self centred routines.   
 The subtleties of motor communication are very different from verbal 
communication, and introduce a passionate originality. Bodies make signals and the 
player must decode the body behaviour of the others while knowing that the others 
can decode his, for example, the false evidence and  ruses in the game of “Balle 
assise” (Sitting ball), of "l’Ours et son gardien" (the Bear and his guard) or of 
"Poules, renards, vipères” (Hens, foxes, vipers). The child immerses himself happily 
in this decoding and encoding of praxique interaction . He is appealed to in his 
innermost depths: he must “hide his game”, offer false indications and try to guess 
the projects of the others by empathy. 
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The pleasure of the game is there; in this communication on a 
communication, in this metacommunication that incites the player to intervene to the 
first degree, but also to the second degree, and often to the third degree of tactical 
significances. Very early, the child rejoices to get the luxury to be the master of the 
events in progress. Sometimes it is he that holds the keys, or rather that he believes 
that he holds them before another takes the same ephemeral prerogatives.   
 In these interlacing contacts from player to player the interactional 
experiences increase and little by little unite the participants and develop a team 
spirit. A shared sense of adventure and a feeling of collective identity develop and 
are discerned by the protagonists. The happy reactions of the children during a “Bar” 
(Prisoner’s base) game, of “Ballon prisonnier” (the prisoner’s ball) or “Balle assise” 
reveal that traditional games can be an euphoriant. This relational well-being is 
experienced as a pleasant and stimulating emotion, as a powerful motivation to 
exchange, to contact and to sharing. In this way, traditional games encourage better-
living and represent an indisputable factor of health in the sense given by the World 
Health Organisation.   

The general problematic having been posed, can we analyse concrete field 
situations briefly, and identify the main categories of motor games according to their 
involvement with health in the relational angle?   
 
 
CIRCLES AND SINGING GAMES 
 

These practices take place in various types of group: dances, processions, 
chains, circles, trios, duets, often accompanied by a nursery rhyme or verses and 
sung choruses. The global script of the action is adjusted by the succession of 
events announced in the content of the words; it allows the different actors the 
choice to intervene in some sequences and, very often, the possibility to choose 
their partners.    
 In these sung games, relational real life is deprived of competition and score 
keeping: there is not a final winner. It is a playing role, a real production during which 
the player must harmonise his motor conduct to the collective requirements. This 
creates a strong feeling of fusion within the group. The song, which supports the 
development of the action, increases the feeling of belonging to a group and 
underlines the collective tonality of this type of game.    
 The atmosphere of joy that usually accompanies these singing games 
demonstrates the extent to which they can be active agents of the pleasure of acting 
together generating relational well-being.  
 
SPORTING PLAYFULL DUELS  
 
 The symmetrical situations of “duels” and “coalitions” represent the majority of 
sports: collective sports, combat sports, fencing, or tennis for example. One can 
equally find this symmetrical duel and coalitions diagram in many traditional games: 
“les Barres” (Bars), “le Voleur de pierres”, “la Balle au prisonnier”, skittle games, 
bowls and pucks or quoits...   
 In the duels, these “games of two players’ and to null sum,” as the “Theory of 
Games” calls them; that which one wins is to the detriment of the other who loses. 
The winner's glory is built on the setbacks of the loser; co-operation within a team is 
used as opposition to the other team. In other words, solidarity is only a by-product 
of the rivalry. And the possible equality of chances advocated at the beginning of the 
game, only emphasises the inequality of the final result and by this the winner's 
superiority. 

The duel triggers an objective confrontation that incites everyone to mobilise 
his best resources to face an adversary without kindness. The duel reveals at once 
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the weakness and the capacity of the player. One learns to lose, which encourages 
better socialisation; and one can also learn to control one’s victory. Practised at a 
reasonable level, the sports duel can bring a good integration among the actors and 
it makes it indisputably part of the educational mechanism.  

However, the duel can turn into a unproductive and dangerous ordeal if it is 
used in a systematic way. When this is the only horizon of sociability, it is 
transformed into a machine of exclusion. It becomes absolutely necessary to win, 
because only victory is beautiful, and who cares about the loser?   
 When duels are a systematic practice as in sport, failure can generate 
frustrations and weaken one’s esteem. Contact with others becomes a source of 
setbacks and spite. The consequences of systematised sport duels results then in 
relational discomfort. 

All sports are duels (or their generalisation into structures of coalition). The 
repeated practices of these motor activities that valorise domination provoke an 
internalisation of the competitive norms, which thus become the fundamental criteria 
of a successful social relation. Small wonder then that aggressiveness, or even 
violence, now the rallying cry of these practices has become generalised in daily 
behaviour?   
 When they are the object of overdeveloped practices, sporting duels risk 
creating multiple frustrations and insidious social discomfort. It hardly seems 
reasonable to present them as factors of good health.  
 
GAMES WITH SUDDEN REVERSAL OF ALLIANCES 
 
 Next to the team duels, which oppose two monolithic blocks according to 
positive or negative relations, remaining absolutely intangible throughout the game, 
exist sporting games with abrupt reversals of alliances. These offer the player the 
opportunity to suddenly change partner and opponent during the same match. Such 
a player who was a partner, whom one helped or to whom one passed the ball, 
suddenly becomes an opponent whom one pursues or at whom one throws the ball. 
The two relationships, of co-operation and opposition, are exclusive, that means 
completely distinct and separated, but they are unstable. It is no longer the stability 
of irremovable relationships that is put to the test, but the flexibility of relational 
competence of the players. Thus, in the “Balle au chasseur” (Ball to the hunter), the 
player who was aggressively made a target by the hunter, at the very moment when 
he is touched by the ball, becomes a partner of the former attacker; and then he 
changes into a vigorous opponent of his former companions who now try to escape 
his approach (shortly before becoming his partner again).    

This ex abrupto reversal of the nature of the interaction between players is 
found in many traditional games: “Epervier” (or British Bulldogs), “Esquive-ballon au 
loup”, “Mère Garuche”, or “l’Ours” (the Bear)… The relationships are suddenly 
reversed but they are never ambiguous: at every instant, partners and opponents 
are clearly distinguished. These ‘ludomotor’ situations are somewhat disconcerting, 
but it is exactly this that creates awareness of the relational malleability. They teach 
one how to move in the instability of networks of interaction and in the hazards of 
social ties.  
 
GAMES OF ORIGINAL NETWORKS     
 
 Many traditional games, some of which belong to the categories that we have 
discussed, are based on systems of interaction very different from the symmetrical 
duel representative of team sports. These systems offer the player the opportunity to 
experience unusual and greatly varied relational situations, which immerse him in a 
social universe far removed from the dichotomous and stereotyped diagram of the 
classic socio-motor sports. These structures are illustrated, sometimes by networks 



 

38 
 

of motor interaction which impose an unusual canvas of social ties, and sometimes 
by networks of socio-motor roles which offer to the player an astonishing package of 
authorised behaviour throughout the game.  
 
1 / Motor communication networks   
 In the superabundance of traditional games, one can distinguish several 
original structures:    
 . The dissymmetrical duel: contrary to collective sports such as soccer or 
basketball, in which the teams are mirror imaged in the position of an egalitarian 
duel, these games oppose two dissymmetrical teams whose respective roles are 
different. Often some of the players are predators and the others potential victims 
(“Gendarmes et voleurs”( Policemen and thieves), “la Thèque” (Rounders), “le 
Chambot”…). 
 . Everyone for oneself: in the absence of a constituted team, everyone plays 
for oneself, without formal pre-established bonds (“Chandelle”, “Accroche-
décroche”…). 

. One against all: a player confronts all the others united against him (“Cache-
cache Gamole”, “la Main chaude”…). Sometimes, he is replaced by the one that has 
succeeded in catching him out (“Balle au fanion”), in some games he makes a 
partner of the opponent that he has captured (“Balle au Chasseur”, “Epervier”…) and 
the game then comes to an end in a structure of  "all against one".  

. A team against the rest: a team of several players is opposed to the rest of 
the participants (“l’Ours et son gardien”, “le Filet du pêcheur”).   
 . A network opposing three teams or more in a non symmetrical way: at least 
three coalitions are then in confrontation (“Poules-renards-vipères »).   

 . Paradoxical network: the relations between players are ambivalent. 
Each player is at the same time a partner and an opponent of certain others, 
depending on the circumstances of the game and how the fancy takes him, (“la Balle 
assise”, “Poules- renards-vipères”, “le Gouret”…).   
 
2 / Socio-motor roles networks   
 One can globally distinguish three main types of these original networks of 
sociomotor roles, which predetermine the relational  conducts of the participants:     
 . Convergent network games: all players converge gradually towards the 
same role at the end of the game and all meet on the winning side (“la Balle au 
chasseur”, “l’Epervier”.)   
 . Permutating network games: the continuous changing of players is subject to 
a rule of systematic permutation from role to role. According to the play situations 
and the dictates of the rules, every participant will be able to take successively all 
available roles (“les Quatre coins”, “Accroche-décroche”, “l’Ours et son gardien”…).   
 . Fluctuating network games: once again changing roles are at the heart of the 
game and introduce an exceptional resonance all the more so since they are linked 
to  the emotional reactions of the players as in “la Galine”and “la Balle assise”.   
   

As this profusion of different structures reveals, traditional games offer 
extremely varied configurations that give a multiplicity of differentiated relational 
experiences. They provoke a test of the adaptability of different patterns of social 
ties; as such they represent a remarkable training school for relational expertise, an 
important factor of health.  
 
PARADOXICAL GAMES 
   
 Some traditional games offer completely original situations: these are the 
paradoxical games in which a player's opponent is at the same time his partner. This 
system, unknown in collective sports, projects the protagonists into a disconcerting 
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but very stimulating relational ambivalence. Friends and enemies at the same time: 
therein lies the paradox! The uncertainty associated with the behaviour of the other 
players is permanent. The player must decode the conduct of the different actors 
with subtlety and interpret it like a second or third degree metacommunication and it 
is this relational subtlety which is the spice of paradoxical games and which delights 
the players whether, children, teenagers or adults.  
 

. In some games, the paradox is imposed and appears explicit. It is the case 
in “Poule-renard-vipère” (also called the Three camps), in which the vipers capture 
foxes, foxes hens and hens vipers.   
 Apparently banal, in reality these rules conceal a surprising and unavoidable 
“double constraint”: the player's protector in fact is the one that the player must 
eliminate in order to win! Thus, in such a cycle, the foxes must capture the hens to 
win, but in capturing hens, the foxes eliminate players who protect them from vipers!  

The player must therefore anticipate the reactions of other players, negotiate, 
and demonstrate relational skill in the face of the contradictory behaviour from the 
others. The communication of solidarity and counter-communication of hostility 
intertwine and merge continuously. Each one tries to outsmart the other during this 
triangular communication. The relational link is tied, untied, and then tied again 
throughout these playful adventures. This eventful experience, punctuated by 
successes and by setbacks, causes an effervescence that provokes a marked 
delight, which manifestly enriches the players’ relational expertise.  

 
. In other paradoxical games, the paradox is only offered and remains implicit; 

it can assume degrees of importance more or less accentuated.    
 Thus, to the “Balle assise,” a player who holds the ball can choose to 

throw it aggressively at any other participant, or can decide to pass it to him 
amicably, by bouncing it on the ground. Authorised by the internal logic of the game, 
this ambivalence turns upside down the usual sporting schemes which confine 
matches to an absolute opposition between two antagonistic blocks, as in rugby, 
basketball or water-polo. A good paradoxical understanding among players 
presumes that each of them trusts the other and shows loyalty in return. This way of 
surpassing the paradox rejects the act of treason, in this situation made  easy by the 
partner's confidence.    

Paradoxical games abound in traditional games: « la Balle assise », « le 
Gouret », « la Galine », « l’Ours et son gardien », « la Porte », « les Quatre 
coins »… These games delight the participants. While allowing physical 
performances and possibly demonstrations of overt fitness, they don't exclude from 
the game the less robust and more unassuming children. They lend themselves 
readily to co-education; they permit pranks and interactions tinged with humour, all 
of which adds spice to the encounter. 

On conducting an experimental field work, based on sociometric 
investigations and meticulous observation of behaviour, we noted that “la Balle 
assise”, for example, could modify the player’s socio-emotional relations and further 
the development of a more positive inter-personal bond.   
 
 
EXCLUDING COMPETITION AND SHARING COMPETITION 
    
 The interest presented by traditional games lies notably in the multiplicity and 
diversity of the interactive situations that they offer. The child learns to live through 
different facets of communication, the roles and counter-roles of exchanges.   
 This initiation into adaptability, in contact with others, is a factor of 
socialisation that furthers easy relationships and pleasure in the encounter. 
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Traditional games are veritable laboratories that will help to transform the lead of 
playful aggressiveness into the gold of social cohesion.  

However, a problem remains to be addressed; just like sports in general, 
traditional games are based on confrontation, on competition. Now, has it been 
noticed that when competition becomes systematic, it tends to provoke frustrations 
and create ill-being. Can traditional games prevent this bad feeling, this undermining 
of relational health? 

The preceding analyses enable one to make a fundamental distinction 
between two types of competition: the excluding competition and the sharing 
competition.   
 
1 / The excluding competition .   
 It is the absolute confrontation of the duel: everything that a player gains is 
taken from his opponent. The result is clear and cuts as a stroke of the sword and is 
in keeping with the implacable accounting of a system of scores, which reveals 
superiority.  

The winner imposes his domination just as much in the individual duels 
(fencing, tennis, wrestling), as in the team games such as soccer, bowls, hockey,“les 
Barres”,“la Balle au prisonnier”, “le Voleur de pierres”, “le Drapeau”… All sports 
function on the duel model and adopt its state of mind; the pursuit of an hierarchy 
and of a domination sanctioned by the score count. The equality of chance asserted 
at the beginning of the competition will only help to further justify the winner's 
superiority. Only victory is beautiful and only the winners go up onto the podium. 
One notes that sporting competition is excluding: finally, it puts aside the weakest; 
sport is a kind of machine for making losers, and producing potential frustration.    
 
2 / The sharing competition.   

. In numerous traditional games with sudden changes of alliances, the 
competitive confrontation, which can become very keen, has a particularly original 
development, so, in “la Balle aux chasseurs,” “l’Epervier” or British Bulldogs, the 
captured player is not the loser; far from being defeated, he is on the contrary 
incorporated into the victorious camp, since he finally becomes a partner of the 
winners. In these converging role network games, all protagonists participate in the 
victory and will be on the winners’ side: the competition is sharing.   

 
. In the case of traditional games in a permutating role network, the sharing 

takes a different form. During such games as “l’Ours et son gardien” or “le Gouret”, 
each player has the opportunity to seize the dominant position and to impose his 
success; but for all that he will not be able to avoid a quick return to the ranks. In 
turn everyone is the victim and then the victor, temporarily. The game is devoid of 
accountability and ends without any score maintaining the superiority of one of the 
protagonists, and therefore without emphasising the inferiority of the others.  

Failure is made light of for it is quickly replaced by the success that follows, 
and this in itself does not cause too much narcissism because it also quickly 
disappears in the interactive turbulence. The incessant confrontations of the 
permutating games give way, once again, to a sharing competition.  

 
. Paradoxical games offer the gratification of relational wealth and at times 

disconcerting complexity.  The player tests himself and incites the others while 
blowing apart the customary taboos of adversity and solidarity. He plays the paradox 
while giving a new perception of his behaviour, while blurring his image. Traditional 
games become a laboratory where the player experiments with new attitudes face to 
face with the others, where he can contravene academic relationships without 
incurring outside sanctions. Playful activity is a world apart that permits one to 
experience emotions and contacts of transgression without objective consequences.  
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By turns everyone can succeed and fail, lose and win. However, the game 
ends without strict score keeping, without winners or losers, having offered to all 
players the possibility to experience different facets of relational emotion. There 
again, the competition is eminently sharing.  

 
 
Traditional games offer, to those who know how to seize the opportunity, 

action situations very favourable to the blossoming of an open and adaptable 
sociability to multiple configurations even if they are a bit disconcerting.  Mainstream 
sport duels offer stimulating practices of great dichotomous clarity, separating 
partners and opponents. However, the systematic and exclusive recourse to this 
type of excluding competition brings with it a retinue of disappointments and 
frustrations. Possessing a legitimate place within a well balanced education system, 
the sporting duel becomes harmful when it assumes quasi-exclusivity rights to 
practices supposed to be educational. Many traditional games delineate an original 
perspective while implementing opposition and co-operation in a sharing competition 
that furthers factual experience in greater relational welfare.   

Traditional games are a scale model, a kind of “reduced example”, which 
bring to life, for the participants, fundamental principles directing the complexity and 
harmony of social relations. As such, their role can make an important contribution to 
the training of fully developed sociability, in the acquisition of a significant aspect of 
social well-being, a factor of health. 
 
 
 
Note from the translators: For the descriptions of the games mentioned in the text 
and similar others, the interested readers can consult: 
- CEMÉA (2002). Fichier de jeux sportifs. 24 jeux sans frontières. Paris: Cémea 

Publications  
- Guillemard, G., Marcha, J.C.; Parent, M., Parlebas, P. y Schmitt, A. (1984). Aux 4 

coins des jeux. Paris : Éditions du Scarabée. 
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Two cases of folk games – healthy? unhealthy? 
Hurling in Cornwall around 1600. Two villages fight their way through the landscape, 
unfolding a picture of game, violence, and laughter. People meet on a holiday, 
following an older tradition. Two gentlemen from the local nobility have donated the 
silver ball, which the fight will now be about. As soon as the ball is given up, the two 
teams, which nobody has measured in number or strength, try to grasp it in order to 
bring it to their respective goals. The goal may be their village pub or the seat of the 
patron or some other agreed upon place in the settlement. All through the 
landscape, over hills and through waters, across fields and hedges, the wild chase 
proceeds. If one of the fighters hangs fast in the thorny bush, or if twenty or thirty 
fight in the muddy water for the ball, the merriment is all the greater. Finally, the ball 
will reach one of the goals and there the crowd will meet. And all together they drink 
the beer, which is lavishly provided by the patron of the victorious team.28 
 Another case is from rural Denmark in the nineteenth century. An elderly 
farmer remembered in 1913 a traditional ball game from his youth: 
 

“In the village of Ljørslev it was custom that the young people on second or third 
Easter day early in the morning went to the churchyard to play ball. The 
participants formed two teams, and each of them had their goal at one end of the 
churchyard. The ball had to be given up three times, and the third time they 
should leave the goal, and then they could be hit by the ball. The game was 
similar to longball.29 If the ball was thrown over the wall of the churchyard, there 
should be paid a penalty, which was enjoyed in the afternoon.“30 

 
Historiographers and sociologists have normally treated games like these as 
forerunners of modern sport. Where popular games were not yet standardised 
regarding space, time, size of teams and rules, sport has regulated all these 
dimensions of the game, the (non-) violence of behaviour, the control of results, the 

                                              
28 A living description is given by Richard Carew (1602): Survey of Cornwall. London: Faulder 1811, 
195-199. – A survival from this type of games is the Ashbourne Shrovetide Football, called “one of the 
world's oldest, largest, longest and maddest football games”. It is documented as early as 1349 and is 
famous for its violent dynamics all through landscape and water. – Similar to this is the Breton 
ballgame La soule, which is played in our days at one single place in rural Brittany, too. A book of 
photographs tells the present-day story: Serge Moëlo, & Jean-Pierre Le Bihan 1986: Kergohann hag 
ar vellad./Kergohann et la soule. Loudéac: Dastum. 
29 Longball is a cricket-like game of batting the ball, running and hitting. It is played by children in 
Denmark up to the present day. 
30 This was remembered by the farmer Peder Kr. Nygaard from Ljørslev in 1913. Quoted by Ove 
Korsgaard 1986: Krop og kultur. Odense: Odense Universitetsforlag, 13. 



 

43 
 

planning, strategy, tactics, techniques and evaluation of the competitive action. This 
is typically told as a story of social-functional improvement – as a story of progress. 
 What analysis tends to ignore is the laughter of the participants. The games of 
popular culture cannot be understood if one does not listen to the noise of enjoyment 
and pleasure, the ironical calls, the obscene remarks, the laughter about the 
situational comic of failing and tumbling. All this intonation is not just a side-effect of 
the game, it is central to the social-bodily process. In this respect, the games were 
not only forerunners, but they represented another type of social interaction. They 
were at the bodily core of popular festivity, thus being another type of social practice 
than modern sport. And laughter is an indicator of these fundamental differences. 
 These differences can be seen in surprising new perspective in regard to the 
very recent hygienic turn of sport. Through at least one century, sport had been 
practised as a way of competitive work on line with industrious life, but during the 
recent one or two decades it has obtained a new aspect, as a practice of healthy 
lifestyle. Whether this is just some sport-political rhetoric or really begins to dominate 
the practice of sports, may remain an open question, at the time being. Anyway, the 
new orientation opens for a new attention to what is healthy or unhealthy in sport – 
and in games. Popular games were repressed through centuries with arguments 
against their disorder, violence – and their unhealthy character. After the recent 
hygienic turn of sports, however, this argument may turn around – to what end? 

Anyway, during industrial modernity the culture of popular laughter 
disappeared in the seriousness of modern sport.31 Let us look closer at this historical 
transformation – and forget health for a while, in order to return to the health 
questions with fresh eyes. 
 
Phenomenology of laughter in popular games 
The games and competitions in pre-modern society were rich of laughter-provoking actions, 
and some of these practices are still known to us today. But laughter is not as simple single 
thing – there are many different forms of laughter produced by different bodily practices and 
exploding in different situations of social interaction. This requires a differential 
phenomenology of laughter in body-cultural practice. We may talk about the laughter at 
hitting the point, the laughter when playing the loser, the laughter of hindering and tumbling, 
the laughter of mock fight, the laughter at the grotesque body, the laughter at the fool, and 
the laughter of carnival. 
 
Hitting the target – the surprising point of moveme nt 
In a typical and very elementary way, laughter is provoked by the game of hitting ‘the 
point’. Modern throwing sports are typically designed in a way, that the outcome is 
measured in centimeters – corresponding to the slogan citius, altius, fortius! – but 
this pattern does not play any important role in traditional popular games. There, the 
decisive point is hitting a certain target. This particular action is the origin of popular 
games like bowling, quoits (casting a horseshoe) and curling. And one can literally 
‘hear’ these games – they have the intonation of laughter. 
If an athlete throws the ball or the discus, there is nothing to laugh at the distance, 
which has been obtained. But the situation of hitting the target, or failing the target, 
or a new, unexpected configuration of the balls created by a new cast give different 
occasions of surprise and laughter. 
This pattern of ‘hitting the point’ corresponds to the fact, that the joke has a certain 
‘point’, too. Laughter is pointed by a bodily and psychic explosion – the burst of 
laughter (éclat du rire, in Gelächter ausbrechen). 

                                              
31 See also the controversy about the uniqueness of modern sport: John Marshall Carter & 
Arnd Krüger 1990 (eds.): Ritual and Record. Sports Records and Quantification in Pre-
Modern Societies. New York: Greenwood. 
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As with throwing, similar patterns can be found in running. Racing forward as quickly 
as possible – citius! – does not as such make up the fascination of a popular game. 
The point is to touch or to catch someone.32 In rural Brittany, running was and is still 
nowadays practised as a competition of catching a chicken. 
The same again is true for swimming. Swimming has been popular through many 
centuries, but was never practised along parallel courses for a result of time. In a 
game from Portugal, boys swim out into the water trying to catch a duck. The 
unpredictable target makes this a popular game. 
 
Playing the loser 
Some of the activities of catching may appear as a ‘game of the loser’, because people do 
not strive to be ‘the first’, but try to avoid being ‘the last’. They do not want to be the 
‘scapegoat’ or the ‘blind-man’s-buff’. But is this avoidance really the point of those many 
games of run-and-catch in the world of popular culture? 

Let us look closer at the children’s play “You can’t catch me!” The object of the 
game is to tag or touch other players – and to run away from each other in order to avoid 
being caught oneself. Usually one player ‘is it’ and has to chase and tag the other players, 
one of whom then becomes the new person who ‘is it’.33 

From a modern sportive perspective, this looks like a game of running quickly 
and determining the slowest runner. In some respects it looks sportive, though it does not 
culminate with a winner, but rather with a loser. It is ‘not yet sport’ – in the eyes of a sportive 
observer. If the game really were to be practised in a sports-like way, however, the game 
would not function. The slowest runner would very soon stay behind in tears, and the game 
would end abruptly. If the game shall continue, the players must act against the rule of 
speed, winning, and excellence in achievement. Instead, the quicker runner will approach the 
slower one, teasing and mocking: ‘You can’t catch me, tra-la-la!’ The quick runner provokes 
others in order to be touched him- or herself because only this brings flow into the game. It is 
in the interest of all players that no real loser is produced. Catch-and run is not about 
avoiding to being a loser – it is a way of playing the loser. 

Characteristic for this type of action is a certain ‘intonation’ of the game – it is 
laughter. Losing can be funny; it has features of the grotesque. If the quicker runner is 
touched by the slower one – whether voluntarily in order to make the game go on, or 
involuntarily because of some fortuitous situation – this will create a ridiculous atmosphere of 
joking, mocking and teasing. Playing the loser makes the players laugh. The play of chase 
and tag can be heard on distance, and it is another sound than the running on the athletic 
track. Instead of winning and instead of avoiding the position of the scapegoat, the deeper 
appeal of the game is something else: Don’t take it seriously! 
 
Hindering and tumbling – moving in curved lines 
Typical for popular games are also the situations of hindering and tumbling. 
Tumbling is typical of the movement of clowns – provoking laughter. Competitive 
races have since long time been part of popular culture – but they implied the 
practice of hindering each other. This was excluded by modern sportisation, when 
running was reorganised to be contested on parallel tracks – without touching each 
other – and aiming at the production of a certain objective, quantified result. 

From the popular culture of festivity and game, some few running events 
have been preserved, nowadays transformed into folkloristic events. Well-known is 
the Markgröninger Schäferlauf, which has its origin in a race of shepherds in 

                                              
32 The ancient game of Kabbadi from Punjab shows how this type of movement could be transformed 
into a modern competitive team sport expanding into other Asian countries. 
33 More detailed about this type of games see Jørn Møller 1990/91: Gamle idrætslege i 
Danmark. New ed. Gerlev: Idrætshistorisk Værksted 1997, vols. 1-4, here especially vol. 2. – 
Also Jørn Møller 1984: "Sports and old village games in Denmark." In: Canadian Journal of 
History of Sport, 15, 2: 19-29. 
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Württemberg. It is continued as an annual folkloristic and tourist event. The race is 
known for its especially attractive feature that the ‘shepherdesses’ are allowed to 
hinder each other on the track.34 

All this is, however, not only a question of history versus modernity. The 
practical problem arises with every new generation entering the educational system. 
When children are sent on the track to learn the ‘correct’ sportive way of behaviour, 
they will begin by trying to hinder each other and joke about by pushing others. Step 
by step, they have to be disciplined: Don’t push each other, don’t shove! 

Typical of the popular type of race is also the sack-race. The sack is an 
artificial handicap to make the participants tumble, and again you can ‘hear’ the 
event – by its laughter. In popular race, tumbling is not at mistake or a drama, as it is 
deplored in modern athletics and described in tragic terms, but it is a central, 
carnivalistic feature of movement. 

In the same category are games of balance. Balancing is a play with 
imbalance and includes the probability to fall. The merriment of falling is a typical 
pattern in popular games – in contrast to sport, where the fall – for instance falling 
down from the high bar of gymnastics – is a serious mistake. 

The laughter accompanying popular types of movement – racing, 
balancing, jumping – may be connected with the contradiction between the curved 
line and the straight line. Sidestepping, outcrop curvature (German: Hakenschlagen) 
and detour make up an important source of amusement and surprise. In this respect, 
tumbling can be related to the labyrinthine movement, which contrasts the straight 
line of modern sports race.35  
 
Mock fighting 
One can also see a relation between the curved movement of popular racing, 
tumbling, and certain forms of fight. This is visible in rowing tournaments of folk 
culture. Instead of competing on parallel courses for records like in sports rowing, 
the people of folk boating battled from boat to boat and tried to push each other into 
the water.36 

The water tournament, thus, was a mock fight and ironic quarrel – this is 
what in Danish language is called dyst. In contrast to the serious fight of warriors 
and to the seriously regulated competition of modern sport, dyst-fight includes a 
potential of mocking and laughter. A popular game playing particularly on these 
qualities of movement is the Nordic game “Markus and Lukas”. Two fighters stand at 
two sides of a table, both blindfolded, and with a soft “sword” in the hand, consisting 
of a piece of cloth or a rolled newspaper. They shift calling each other by their 
names “Markus” and “Lukas” and than hit towards the other in the direction of the 
voice. The game is a variation of blind man’s buff – for two persons. The participants 
as well as the spectators laugh.37 

The rich world of pulling – from German Fingerhakeln to tug-of-war – 
has strong elements of this mock fight, too. Tug-of-war was one of the few Olympic 

                                              
34 Erich Tomschik et al. 1971: Der Markgröninger Schäferlauf. Markgröningen: Verlag des 
Arbeitskreises Heimat- und Denkmalpflege. – About this and other popular races see also Guillaume 
Depping 1881: Die Körperkraft und Geschicklichkeit des Menschen. Historische Darstellung der 
Leibesübungen bei den alten und neueren Völkern. Minden 2nd ed., 137-141, 250-253, 275. 
35 Henning Eichberg 2005: “Racing in the labyrinth? About some inner contradictions of 
running.” In: Athletics, Society & Identity. (= Imeros, Journal for Culture and Technology, 5:1) 
Athens: Foundation of the Hellenic World, 169-192. 
36 Henning Henningsen 1949: Dystløb i danske søkøbsteder og i udlandet. Copenhagen: Munksgaard. 
37 Møller 1990/91, 2: 100-101. 
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disciplines, which were excluded. Serious athletes regarded it as “something of a 
joke”. 38  
 
The grotesque body 
The game mouth pull, which is popular among Northern Inuit people, shows a further 
dimension of the culture of laughter, the display of the grotesque body. 
 In mouth pull, two persons stand shoulder by shoulder. They put their arms 
around the partner’s neck, symmetrically. Opening their lips, they grab with their 
forefinger into the other’s mouth. On a signal, they start pulling. The mouths and 
cheeks are distorted, the eyes roll, they develop grotesque features in their 
opponents. Intensifying their efforts, the competitors turn their heads outward, trying 
both to relieve the pain and resist effectively at the same time, until one of them 
gives up.39  Moreover, this competition can be ‘heard’. Spectators react on the 
eccentric deformation of the face. The game exhibits the grotesque body. 

 A still more eccentric event of pulling was portrayed by the Greenlandic 
painter Aron of Kangeq in the mid-nineteenth century. His painting showed the 
“arse” pull: A group of Inuit assemble around two men competing with their trousers 
down. People used a short rope with two pieces of wood fastened at the ends. They 
put these pieces through their legs and behind their buttocks in order to tug the rope 
by their back muscles.40 

 All this is pull and tug may be competitive, but it is not sport. It is a play with 
the grotesque sides of bodily existence. 

 Besides the mouth and the ‘arse’, sexuality has always been a favorite of this 
presentation of the grotesque body.41 Transvestite elements – men dressed like 
women and women behaving like men – were often a feature of popular festivity. In 
the Tartar festivity Sabantuy, a springtime holiday organised around korash 
wrestling, one can see a woman showing movements, which a man tries to imitate – 
and all burst into laughter. By sexual parody, the tensions and unbalances between 
the genders in Tatar patriarchy are displayed and exposed to common laughter.42 

 
The fool 
The culture of laughter has furthermore brought forth a special role, a mask – the 
fool.43 The jerk or tomfool was an important character of popular games and 
competitions. The Medieval Hausbuch from the fifteenth century shows a 
tournament of knights, which is accompanied by a horse race of peasants; fools 
underscore the grotesque movement of this race by among others pulling the 
                                              
38 Henning Eichberg 2003: “Three dimensions of playing the game: About mouth pull, tug-of-war and 
sportization.” In: Verner Møller & John Nauright (eds.): The Essence of Sport. Odense: University 
Press of Southern Denmark, 51-80. 
39 Keewatin Inuit Associations 1989: Inuit Games. Originally published by the Department of 
Education, Regional Resource Center, Government of N.W.T. Rankin Inlet, 38. – For a closer analysis 
of mouth pull see Eichberg 2003 ibid. 
40 Kirsten Thisted 1997: Jens Kreutzmann. Fortællinger og akvareller. Nuuk: Atuakkiorfik, 152-154. 
41 The role of the grotesque body in popular carnival was emphasized by Mikhail Bakhtin 1968: 
Rabelais and his World. Cambridge: MIT. 
42 Zinaida Kuznezova & Oleg Milstein 1992: “Traditions of the Tatar Cultural Minority.” In: Leena Laine 
(ed.): Sport and Cultural Minorities. Helsinki: Finnish Society for Research in Sport and Physical 
Education, 282-84. 
43 The central role of the fool among the characters of popular popular culture was described by Peter 
Burke 1978: Popular Culture in Early Modern Europe. London: Temple Smith. – Rich material in 
Werner Mezger 1991: Narrenidee und Fastnachtsbrauch. Studien zum Fortleben des Mittelalters in 
der europäischen Festkultur. Konstanz: Universitätsverlag. (Habil.) – A theological interpretation: 
Harvey Cox 1969: The Feast of Fools. A Theological Essay on Festivity and Fantasy. Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press. 
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horse’s tail.44 On the copper engraving of Pieter Bruegel the elder, depicting the 
“Kermes of Hoboken” (1559) with its competitions, games and dances, one sees the 
fool in the foreground, holding children by his hand. 

A special character of the foolish type was the Pritschenmeister, a droll 
or buffoon playing a central role in German urban shooting matches.45 He had his 
name from the Pritsche, a wooden sword or slapstick, which is also used by 
Kasperle, the punch of German puppet folk theatre. The Pritschenmeister hoaxed 
and teased the bad scorer – even (or especially) if this was a high-ranking nobleman 
– presenting him a strange price of victory. It was a flag made of coarse sack cloth 
and fixed at a thorny branch – a parody of honour. The Pritschenmeister became in 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries a special class of poets linked to the urban 
shooting festivities. They held speeches including ‘foolish’ critical and humoristic 
undertones. They ranged somewhere between the popular tradition of disrespectful 
laughter – and a pompous Baroque type of order police. 

The fool in popular culture of laughter balanced between the ‘real fool’ 
who was a person with mental handicap, and the ‘artificial fool’ who played the role 
of hoaxing as a sort of artist.46 In Danish village festivities up to the twentieth 
century, a ‘real’ fool could be bestowed with the title of a leader of festivity.47 His 
‘role’ for one day balanced between being mobbed as a handicapped person and 
being socially integrated into the local community.48 
 
Carnival – festivity of the reversed world 
Games were the bodily part of popular festivity, and especially of those which turned 
the world upside down, the carnival.49 Here, the “real fool” would be king, and the 
king act as fool. In the ritualised anti-order of the farce and burlesque, the rules of 
the church, of aristocratic hierarchy, of the wealthy, and of state authority were 
turned topsy-turvy. The principle of carnival was in high degree bodily. Normally, the 
body – like the populace – was ‘down there’. Now for a day, the grotesque body was 
on the top. 

The carnivalism of the game is the context where the “penalty” – as in 
the case of Ljørslev – was not a punishment like in modern sports, but an important 

                                              
44 Walter Schaufelberger 1972: Der Wettkampf in der alten Eidgenossenschaft. Zur Kulturgeschichte 
des Sports vom 13. bis ins 18. Jahrhundert. Bern: Paul Haupt, 1: 64/65. 
45 A Pritschenmeister hitting two persons on their arse, can be seen in a picture of a shooting match 
between three towns in St. Gallen, Switzerland, 1527. The serious modern historian comments and 
misunderstands this “strange service of order” as an odd “side issue”: Schaufelberger 1972, 1: 48/49. 
– Wilhelm Seytter 1904: Unser Stuttgart. Stuttgart: Max Kielmann, 281-283, tells about a large cross-
bow shooting match in the Swabian capital Stuttgart in 1560 and its Pritschenmeister Leonhard Flexel. 
– Deutscher Schützenbund 1961: Wir Schützen. 800 Jahre deutsche Schützen. Das offizielle 
Dokumentarwerk. Stuttgart. The book shows a Pritschenmeister picture from 1603 (p. 217) and 
reprints a Pritschenmeister speech from Dresden 1707 (pp. 209-216). – Also Sigurd Graf von Pfeil 
1975: Schützenwesen und Schützenfeste in Niedersachsen. Göttingen: Schwartz, 210-231. 
46 About the medical aspect: Angelika Gross 1990: ’La folie’. Wahnsinn und Narrheit im 
spätmittelalterlichen Text und Bild. Heidelberg: Carl Winter. (Diss. Zürich). 
47 Personal communication of a Danish student in the 1980s, remebering this habit from her home 
village. 
48 A particular version of the fool can be found in Trobriand cricket, visible in the classical 
anthropological film of Jerry W. Leach 1976: Trobriand Cricket – an Ingenious Response to 
Colonialism. Berkeley: University of California. 
In this Melanesian game, the fool had the gestalt of ‘the tourist’ photographing the sportive event with 
a wooden camera. 
49 Bakhtin 1968. – Dietz-Rüdiger Moser 1986: Fastnacht – Fasching – Karneval. Das Fest der 
"Verkehrten Welt". Graz/Vienna/Cologne: Styria-Kaleidoskop. – Wolfgang Dressen 1986: “Possen und 
Zoten. Ausflüge unter die Gürtellinie.“ In: Dietmar Kamper & Christoph Wulff: Lachen – Gelächter – 
Lächeln. Frankfurt/M.: Syndikat, 147-169. 
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ingredient of the game. Without ‘mistake’, there would be no drinking afterwards – 
thus without ‘penalty’ there would be no pleasure. 

Furthermore, it was not only the winners who would be rewarded, which 
was custom in urban shooting events, in aristocratic tournaments and in modern 
sports. But the beer for the final feast was given by the victorious side – as in the 
case of the Cornish hurling.50 Turning the social world upside down, making a 
carnival, this was also a feature of bodily competition. 

During the Middle Ages and up to early modernity, people from the 
upper classes joined this world of popular game and festivity, often as patrons, but 
also as players. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, however, they 
retreated and cultivated their own courteous festivities, inventing quasi-archaic 
tournaments, geometrical carrousels, and horse ballets. From these events, the 
popular laughter was excluded. Laughter became a field of class struggle top-down. 

On the people’s side, there was a gliding crossover from the 
spontaneous laughter of the folk to organised laughter, which laughed down certain 
persons – the charivari. Farmers organised themselves in secret societies, 
consisting mostly of young bachelors and celibates, who went to action, as soon as 
something went ‘wrong’ in society. In normal life, they would be responsible for, for 
instance, May festivities and rival with other territorial groups, among others by 
games and competitions. But they could also, demonically disguised and with 
blackened faces, appear at night to turn their ‘weapon’ – collective laughter – against 
some person who was accused to act against the rules of community. The people of 
this charivari organisation were often people from other places, who were called for 
support of the locals who thus remained undiscovered. The malefactor was forced to 
stand in the circle and be subject to ridicule, through speech and rhymes, mocking 
and hoaxing. 

The charivari could become political. One of the latest cases was the riot 
around the so-called Habererbund, a secret society of peasants in the Bavarian Alps 
in the nineteenth century. It directed a spectacular charivari against a nobleman who 
installed industrial sawmills and by so doing was accused of make people jobless. 
The nightly organised laughter exploded in armed clash with police and military. It 
was not until WWI that the state succeeded in defeating this organisation of 
laughter.51 

The Habererbund had some similarities with the way how farmers used 
La soule and similar football games. As this type of football spread out across the 
whole landscape, it suited well to damage the hedges and destroy the enclosures, 
which the landowners had forced upon the farmers, when taking possession of 
people’s common land. The game of La soule, though a counter-action, was 
legitimated by old tradition and was ‘just a joke’, which the landowners had found 
difficult to resist. The game played over into political-economical conflict.52 
 
The human being is not perfect 
There is no comprehensive title over the various elements that make up the 
configuration of popular laughter in games. But one pattern may have had a more 
embracing significance: the laughter at the failure. In popular games, the ridiculous 
failure of the other was balanced by the ironic laughter at one’s own failure. Trying to 
hit the target means failing the target. Playing the loser means playing a failure. 
Tumbling and mock fight create ironic situations of the unwanted outcome. The 

                                              
50 The remuneration by the victorious side was a feature of many popular games around the world, 
among others of Al Kora, the hockey-like ballgame of Libyan Beduins. 
51 Richard Wolfram 1936: Schwerttanz und Männerbund. Kassel: Bärenreiter, 226-238. 
52 Roland Renson 1981: ”Folk football: Sport and-or-as ritual?” In: Proceedings of the 9th International 
HISPA Congress. Sport and Religion. Lissabon, 275-284. – Same in: The Association for the 
Anthropology of Play Newsletter, 8:1 (1981) 2-8. 
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grotesque body is a display of what is un-perfect in human shape. The fool and the 
carnival are images of what is going ‘wrong’ in life. All this gives birth to laughter, 
which, thus, is linked to a deep recognition of human failure – and it is excluded by a 
culture of perfection. 
 In other words, the human being is not perfect – this was the narrative of the 
popular games. This non-perfection was expressed by carnivalistic laughter. In 
contrast, modern sport was built up around the expectation, that the human being 
should be perfect. The human being should be healthy, strong, fit and well-trained. 
This was a new concept of human life – and new understanding of health. 
 
Modern sports: Laughter goes underground  
The dialectics between failure and perfection deliver, thus, a background for 
understanding the modern repression of laughter. The process of early-modern state 
formation was accompanied by many forms of prohibition and prosecution, which 
were directed against popular laughter and the related forms of festivity and games. 
These have been described elsewhere in detail.53 For the body cultural topic, the 
prosecution of football and La soule through centuries is especially illustrative.54 
‘Disorder’ and ‘violence’ were the main arguments of this repression, both causing 
harm and damage. Against these ‘unhealthy’ aspects, power should guarantee 
healthy order.  
 The direct repression by prohibitive edicts had, however, a very limited punch. 
More effective were the attempts to create alternative and ‘well-ordered’ forms of 
body culture. Authorities tried to transform local kermes festivities into military 
parades and muster.55 But it was especially modern sport, which became an efficient 
instrument of disciplining popular culture, able to replace the old games. Sport 
combined enjoyment and entertainment with streamlining after the patterns of 
industrial strain – avoiding the carnival-like elements of popular games. 

In modern sport, the fool and the carnivalesque Pritschenmeister of the 
early modern riflemen’s meeting disappeared. When competition and play became a 
way of production56 – the production of results and records – laughter became 
marginal or even dysfunctional. Neither the umpire or referee of sports nor the 
Olympic functionary handing over the medals is a fool or could be replaced by a fool. 
Also the new-constructed discipline of ‘sport history’ describing the rational and 
progressive development of the principle of performance, had to forget the laughter 
– and the history of its disappearance. 

On the level of intellectual superstructure, one has stated for the case of 
Germany that Enlightenment drove laughter out of the understanding of human life.57 
From Immanual Kant to Jürgen Habermas, there is no link between laughter and the 
quest of truth in philosophy. 

Fundamental to this shift was the change of bodily-practical patterns. 
From now on, there was to be no push and shove on the agenda of sport, no pull, no 

                                              
53 Keith Thomas 1977: “The place of laughter in Tudor and Stuart England.“ In: Times Literary 
Supplement, 3, 906: 77-81. – Burke 1978 and Dressen 1968. 
54 Typical was a conflict arising between authorities and people of the Breton town Commana 
in 1777. People used the annual Catholic procession for competitions among the bearers of 
heavy flags and crosses. The priests and authorities regarded this game of laughter as 
indecent and banned it, which caused some popular revolt and unrest. Henning Eichberg 
1998: “A revolution of body culture? Traditional games on the way from modernization to ‘post-
modernity’.” In: Jean-Jacques Barreau & Guy Jaouen (eds.): Éclipse et renaissance des jeux 
populaires. Des traditions aux régions de l'Europe de demain. Karaez: FALSAB, 202-203. 
55 Schaufelberger 1972. 
56 Henning Eichberg 2003: „Die Produktion des ‚Unproduktiven’.“ In: Manfred Lämmer & Barbara 
Ränsch-Trill (Hrsg.): Der „künstliche Mensch“ – eine sportwissenschaftliche Perspektive? Sankt 
Augustin: Academia, 112-140. 
57 Lothar Mikos in the international colloquium “Le rire européen”, Perpignan 2007. 
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playing the loser, no mock fight – and no laughter on the churchyard. And very few 
hitting-the-point games and exercises of balance were left. Races, throwing and 
water activities were rationalised towards the production of results and records – 
citius, altius, fortius. 
 By this change, sport and circus were separated. Or in other words, while 
sport occupied the terrain of seriousness, circus shaped its own realm. Both 
phenomena were specifically modern. Both displayed in some way bodily excellence 
and ‘acrobatic’ skill. But the one of them – the circus – kept the clown as a central 
figure. This is why during at least one century, sport – and especially the pedagogy 
of Physical Education – were eager to distance from circus as being ‘non-serious’ 
and a joke. 

Gymnastics which during the nineteenth century tried to develop as an 
alternative to sport, competed in the degree of seriousness. The participants had to 
behave ‘correctly’ after defined rules of medical-scientific, educational or aesthetic 
character. None of these rules made room for laughter. Though there may have 
been some single gymnastic instructors who developed a laughter-provoking or 
moderately clown-like style. In mass gymnastics as in the East European 
Spartakiads, laughter was regarded as counterproductive or even subversive.58 
These modern gymnastics expressed the modern concept of health as deeply 
serious, nothing to laugh at. 
 To this practice corresponded the different theories of sport achievement and 
of sport action like Anglo-American functionalism as well as the ‘oppositional’ 
German Handlungstheorie of the 1980s. They made laughter systematically and 
theoretically disappear.59 

And yet, sport is practised by human beings, and human beings laugh. 
Laughter in sports went underground. A phenomenology of laughter in modern 
sports looks different to that in popular games. 
 
Laughter of superiority 
In sport, one may hear the triumphant laughter, which turns with some deriding and 
mocking undertones against the loser. This is not fair style, not ‘good sport’, but 
yet… The laughter of triumph following one’s own success fits into the culture of 
rivalling for the top-position in the modern pyramid of sport.60 

The top-down laughter, from the position of the superior, may 
correspond to what since Henri Bergson has been theorised about by modern 
philosophers of laughter.61 Here, laughter has the function of derision, of laughing 
down the scapegoat. Making fun of the other, this was also the background for some 
feminist theorists who felt their gender insulted by male laughter and in reaction 
considered a sort of laughter strike.62 The understanding of laughter as a top-down 
scorn was also the root of the modern misunderstanding that playing the loser in 

                                              
58 Petr Roubal 2007: Embodying Communism: Politics of Mass Gymnastics in Post-War Eastern 
Europe. Budapest: Central European University, dissertation in history, 88 and 97. 
59 For a critical view of Handlungstheorie see Henning Eichberg 1985: “Handlung, Spielraum, Spiel-
Raum. Sozialökologische Bedenken und etwas über das Lachen.“ In: Günter Hagedorn, Herbert Karl & 
Klaus Bös (Red.): Handeln im Sport. Clausthal-Zellerfeld: DVS, 77-98. 
60 The pyramid as iconic model of sports was – again – launched by the report to the European 
Community by José Luis Arnaut 2006: Independent European Sport Review 2006. October 2006. 
http://www.independentfootballreview.com. 
61 Rita Bischof 1986: “Lachen und Sein. Einige Lachtheorien im Lichte von Georges Bataille.“ 
In: Kamper/Wulff 1986: 52-67. 
62 Helga Kotthoff 1996 (ed.): Das Gelächter der Geschlechter. Humor und Macht in Gesprächen von 
Frauen und Männern. Konstanz: Universitäts-Verlag. 
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popular games was a way of determining the scapegoat or a process of 
punishment.63 
 
Failure as drama 
Toppling on the race track, falling down from the gymnastic bar, tumbling on the 
soccer ground – all this happens in the world of sports, but it is regarded as 
accident, not as a welcome situation of laughter. For the spectator, it may take one’s 
breath away when seeing the top-runner falling – this is a drama, and the unlucky 
tumbler may burst into tears. 

Sport – in contrast to popular game – is the arrangement of movement 
along a scale of results. At the produced numbers – centimetres, grams, seconds 
and points – there is nothing to laugh. 

Seen in this comparison, the laughter of popular games had a reflective 
character while the process of production, achievement and perfection in modern 
sport lacks this reflexive element. (In sport one finds rather a technological 
reflexivity: How do I achieve in a more efficient way?) In the light of this observation, 
the fashionable theses about the “reflexive modernity”, launched by sociologists like 
Anthony Giddens and Ulrich Beck, sound superficial. 
 
Smile of the want-to-be winner 
Generally, there seems to be more smiling than laughter in sport. For the public, the 
victorious athlete smiles into the camera. In this situation, the athlete does neither 
laugh at others nor at something nor at oneself, but the athlete presents his or her 
own image by smiling: ‘Look at me!’ 
 Smiling expresses happiness ,which is important for creating social 
atmosphere and facilitating communication. However, smiling fitted also very well to 
the cult of happiness under regimes like Soviet Stalinism. While laughter was 
regarded as a dangerous subversion against the Stalinist system, the iconology of 
smiling was strongly promoted by the means of painting, sculpture and movie.64 
There was a deep contradiction between the smile of ‘socialist happiness’ on one 
side and the subversion of laughter on the other. That is why the smiling sports 
athlete played an important role in Stalinist ‘socialist realism’. There is no failure and 
there cannot be any failure in the perfection of ‘scientific communism’, therefore 
laughter has to be mistrusted. 

This may throw light on some deeper contradiction between the striving 
of perfection in sports and the cultivation of smiling. And on the links between the 
repression of failure and the disappearance of laughter. 
 
Fitness smile 
In modern body culture, there developed a rivalling model side by side with sport: 
gymnastics. Also in fitness gymnastics, the fitness athlete is trained to keep-smiling. 
Fitness smile is part of the health-sportive habitus and was upgraded by the recent 
wave of health-orientation: to smile under hard fitness work.65 If there is pain in the 
body, just smile – this is what the hygiene of fitness movement is teaching.66 
Aesthetical sports like synchronised swimming have taken this over. 

The exercises of gymnastics and fitness aim at perfection. That is why 
laughter has no legitimate place here. In the popular practice of gymnastics, 

                                              
63 I have reproduced the modern misreading of pre-modern laughter myself when once analyzing the 
modern principle of achievement: Leistung, Spannung Geschwindigkeit. Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta 1978, 
223-225. 
64 Iain Laughlan 2007: ”Laughter in the dark: the Soviet Union under Stalin”. In the international 
colloquium “Le rire européen”, Perpignan. 
65 Volker Rittner 1986: “Das Lächeln als mimischer Stossdämpfer.“ In: Kamper/Wulff 1986: 322-337. 
66 Gunn Engelsrud 2007: Hvad er krop? Copenhagen: Akademisk Forlag, 94-95. 
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however, the failure may give rise to laughter, and in this way, the Danish so-called 
folkelig gymnastics show some carnivalistic underground under the surface of 
modern disciplining exercises. 

Laughter and smile are different in bodily rhythm. Where the laughter of 
games is a spontaneous eruption, the smiling of fitness expresses self-control and 
normalisation.67 There is no ‘burst of smiling’. 
 
Fan laughter 
Beneath the surface of mainstream sport and gymnastics, however, there is some 
more polyphonic sound in the larger world of sports. There one finds dissidence and 
an underground of laughter. Carnival has for instance invaded the world of the fans. 
Fan laughter is highly differentiated. The community-embracing laughter of the soft 
supporter, who appeared during the 1980s and in Danish is called roligan, contrasts 
the aggressive laughter of the violent supporter, the hooligan. Recent supporter 
fractions as “ultras” and “casuals” further differentiate this picture.68 Together, they 
manifest the underground presence of festivity and laughter. 

Again, however, disciplining strategies are on their way. Cheer-leading 
produces and trains a formalised, militarised form of smiling culture.69 Getting the 
laughter of the supporter home to modern happiness… 

Another colonisation process showed around the phenomenon of 
streaking.70 Since the early 1970s, one could now and then see naked persons 
running from the supporter tribune down into the sports field, attracting the forces of 
order – and the cameras of media. Developing with a background in the counter-
culture on university campuses, streaking could be placed somewhere between 
demonstration, taboo-breaking provocation, personal pleasure and personal craze. 
What had been an action of shocking the public or make them laugh, was, however, 
during the 1990s discovered by entertainment industry and related business 
interests as a field of possible exploitation. Enterprises began to hire streakers to 
advertise on their naked bodies, and a strange melange of soft porno and 
commercialisation showed up. 
 
New games – new circus 
From the underground of modern movement culture, the New Games of the 
1970/80s brought a new form of carnivalism into the world of sports (or anti-sports). 
This had a background in Californian hippie culture. In New Games, it was the 
process, not the result that counted.  

By this impulse, the activities of the acrobat and the clown received a 
new attraction and invaded school sport and Physical Education. This was a 
fundamental break with 200 years of educational attempts to keep distance from the 
‘unserious circus’. 

Maybe, the movement of New Games, which in some Nordic countries 
was at the roots of the recent rediscovery of traditional games, was more significant 
than it seemed to be. On its surface, it had only seasonal duration, appearing with 
hippie culture and vanishing again in a period of cultural restoration. But it opened a 
door towards new culture of laughter inside modern movement practice. 
 
                                              
67 John Holten-Andersen 2007: Vanvid og virkelighed. En økologisk omtænkning. Højbjerg: 
Hovedland, 199. 
68 Lise Joern 2007: Homo fanaticus – passionerede fodboldsupportere. Gerlev: Bavnebanke. 
69 Charlotte Macdonald 2004: ”Putting bodies on the line. Marching spaces in Cold War culture.” In: 
Patricia Vertinsky & John Bale (eds.): Sites of Sport. Space, Place and Experience. London & New 
York: Routledge, 85-100. 
70 A detailed history and discussion of the phenomenon is delivered by Ben Carrington & Ian 
McDonald 2006: ” The ontological impossibility of the Black streaker: Towards a sociology of 
streaking.” Manuscript. 
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Dark laughter? 
What deserves a closer analysis is the role of laughter in other types of underground 
activities, in the world of subversive and ‘dark games’. They extend from the softer 
versions like the recent street-movements parkour and urban tricking over façade 
climbing and bungee jump to dangerous games like metro-surfing. The game-
researcher Brian Sutton-Smith has earlier warned against the idealisation of play 
and game, pointing to games of risk and danger, which are typically undertaken 
under the influence of alcohol.71 Many of these non-sportive activities are 
characterised by laughter. So there is no reason to idealise laughter as well. 

Or to ask in another way, are there certain ways of underground 
laughter corresponding to what in history has been called the ‘diabolic laughter’ or 
‘insane laughter’? 
 
And the laughter of traditional games? 
Under the aspect of laughter, the survival and renaissance of popular games as 
‘traditional games’ can be seen in a critical perspective. In certain rural, often 
marginal environments, old games may, indeed, have kept their connection with the 
culture of popular carnivalism. When reappearing, however, when we talk about a 
‘renaissance’ and the games are transformed into something ‘traditional’, they enter 
into a new, modern world. Under these conditions, the restoration of old popular 
culture is not a realistic option. 
 What is happening in some milieus is a sportisation of old games. Turned into 
competitive sports, they establish a new connection with the pattern of achievement 
and result – and they lose their connection with laughter. 
 Another transformation may happen under the heading of folklorisation. 
Games are put into museum frames or set on a scene, being shown off as 
representation of something ‘traditional’, ‘regional’ or ‘national’. Also this is a serious 
project, focusing on ‘correct’ performance of ‘original’ forms, and there is nothing to 
laugh at. 
 A third approach is setting the games into an educational context. 
Pedagogisation is a realistic option, especially in welfare societies with their strong 
educational focus. This is what one has experienced in Denmark when reviving the 
‘old village games’ during the 1980s and 1990s. And yet, also this approach may 
make laughter disappear and, thus, transform the games into an instrument of 
learning, schooling and discipline. 
 If trying to avoid the strategies of sportisation, folklorisation and 
pedagogisation, what to do? The Gerlev Center for Play and Movement Culture 
(formerly Idrætshistorisk Værksted) in Denmark has since the 1990s built up a place 
of experimental play culture, trying to meet these challenges.72 When approaching 
this playground from far, one hears the sounds of rolling bowls – and of laughter. 
Laughter is not displayed or arranged here, but it tells a side-story about human 
bodily practice – which may be a main story of social health. 
 
Laughter as a convulsion of the social body – and s ocial health 
On the level of social theory, the contradictory history of laughter in games and 
modern sport and after can stimulate further questions about the social and 
psychological connections between the processes of sportisation, modernisation and 
the suppression of laughter. This throws, more generally, light on the – subversive? 
– role of laughter in the development of modern Western achievement culture in 
relation to production and power, and all this on the level of bodily practice. 

                                              
71 Brian Sutton-Smith 1983: ”Idealisierung des Spiels.” In: Ommo Grupe et al. (eds.): Spiel - Spiele - 
Spielen. Schorndorf: Karl Hofmann, 60-75. 
72 Henning Eichberg & Kit Nørgaard 2005: “Education through play and game – Danish experiences.“ 
In: International Journal of Eastern Sports & Physical Education, Suwon/Korea, 3, 1: 166-197. 
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What rises at the horizon is the anthropology of laughter.73 Anthropology 
touches three levels – the body, the soul, and social relations. 

Laughter has a bodily basis.74 Laughter is more than an expression of a 
cognitive point – like the joke – and more than an expression of emotion, as the 
related terms ‘humour’ and ‘merriment’ may demote. Laughter is also related to the 
body-nonsense of the slapstick – from Charlie Chaplin, Buster Keaton, and Laurel 
and Hardy to Mister Bean. Laughter is physically convulsive. One can talk about a 
“physiology of laughter”.75 But attention, the science-conform term ‘physiology’ can 
be misleading, as the bodily laughter cannot – like biological physiology – be 
decoupled from cultural practice. And yet, as a bodily process of convulsion, 
laughter is existential and universal – like pain, schadenfreude, hubris…76 

At the same time, laughter is an explosion of psychical energy and 
creates social-psychic atmosphere.77 How this energy – with its physical and psychic 
dimensions – can be understood in the framework of cultural studies, remains a so 
far open question.78  

And last but not least, the bodily and energetic process of laughter is 
linked to social relations. The phenomenon of tickling is illustrative: We cannot tickle 
ourselves – we can only be tickled by other people. This shows the limits of the 
physiological approach – and it shows that social relation is bodily in a very special 
way: it is inter-bodily. 

These three levels of laughter enter into a surprising consonance with 
those three dimensions of health, which have step by step been discovered by 
modern health policies. World Health Organization defined in 1948: "health is a state 
of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of 
disease or infirmity". This was confirmed in the WHO Ottawa Charter for Health 
Promotion, 1986, understanding the aim of health promotion as “to reach a state of 
complete physical, mental and social well-being” and adding: “Health promotion is 
the process of enabling people to increase control over, and to improve, their 
health.” 
 While health systems through at least two centuries have invested heavily into 
experts, institutions and practices focusing on the physical side, the mental side 
(emotional, subjective, and relational health) as well as the social side (co-
operational and mobilized health) have been strikingly underinvested. Play and 
game are a part of this world of healthy practice, and laughter is an expression of 
this ‘other health’.79 The sound of laughter tells about imperfect people struggling for 
control over their life. 
                                              
73 A classical text of philosophical anthropology has been Helmuth Plessner 1941: Lachen 
und Weinen. Eine Untersuchung der Grenzen menschlichen Verhaltens. Bern. New ed. in: 
Plessner: Gesammelte Schriften. Frankfurt/M.: Suhrkamp 1982, vol. 7: 201-387. 
74 Stanley Hall & Arthur Allin 1897: “The psychology of tickling, laughing, and the comic.” In: American 
Journal of Psychology, 9, 1: 1-41. 
75 Frithjof Hager 1986: “Können Tiere lachen?” In: Kamper/Wulff 1986: 301-312, here 305-6. 
76 David B. Morris 1991: The Culture of Pain. Berkeley: University of California Press. – Mike 
McNamee 2002: “Hubris, humility, and humilation: Vice and virtue in sporting communities.” 
In: Journal of the Philosophy of Sport, 29, 1: 38-53. – The same 2003: “Schadenfreude in 
sport: Envy, justice and self-esteem.“ In: Journal of the Philosophy of Sport, 30, 1: 1-16. – 
The same 2006: “Suffering in and for sport: Some philosophical remarks on a painful 
emotion.” In: Sigmund Loland, Berit Skirstad & Ivan Waddington (eds.) Pain and Injury in 
Sport. Social and Ethical Analysis. New York & London: Routledge, 229-245. 
77 At the very beginnings of modern psychology one finds the empirical approach of Hall/Allin 1897. 
78 Henning Eichberg 2008: “The energy of festivity. Atmosphere, intonation and self-
orchestration in Danish popular sports.” In: Anthony Bateman & John Bale (eds.): Sporting 
Sounds. Relationships between Sport and Music. London & New York: Routledge, 99-112. 
79 A strange phenomenon going through current culture is the movement (or enterprise) of therapeutic 
laughter. In 1995, a physician from Mumbai (India), Madan Kataria, started the first club of Laughter 
Yoga (Hasya Yoga). Since that, over 5,000 Laughter Clubs have been created in 40 countries. Some 
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“Laughter is healthy”, says an old popular wisdom. As shown by popular 
games, the health of laughter recognises the imperfect nature of the human being. 
This is another understanding of health than the strategy of perfection and 
normalisation, which characterised medicine, sports and gymnastics in classical 
industrial culture. 

Now the modern expert’s wisdom was that “sport is healthy”. This saying 
was never quite accepted by critical observers, and the poet Bert Brecht remarked 
trenchantly that great sport began just there where it was no longer healthy.80 This 
objection is, however, not only true for the great sport, but for broad mass activities, 
too. At the machines 81of sportive fitness culture, young people and even children 
train themselves towards the body of Tarzan (with doping) and Barbie doll (with 
anorexia). Healthy? What is ‘healthy’, changes through history, and there is not just 
one health. 

In other words, laughter marks social health inside popular culture – but 
health can be different things. The sportive disappearance and (post-sportive?) 
reappearance of laughter tells about the contradictory nature of modern body 
culture. Laughter is not harmless – just like play and game, and like medicine. 
Laughter is human – and it can be ‘diabolic’… 

And the academic discourse about laughter is not harmless, either. 
What happens when the cold hand of academia (and the scientific understanding of 
health) takes grip of the human convulsion? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

                                                                                                                                             
forerunners can be seen in sectarian initiatives in America, launched by Scientology of L. Ron 
Hubbard and Dynamic Meditation of Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh, and in the work of Norman Cousins. 
80 Bert Brecht 1928: ”Die Krise des Sports.” In: Brecht: Gesammelte Werke. Vol. 8, Frankfurt/Main 
1967, 582-584. 
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Introduction 
 This article aims to present the current situation on traditional games and 
sports in South East Asia. It also summarizes research investigating the values of 
traditional games and sports in South East Asia as well as new developments and 
trends of such games and sports; the data of which have been analyzed and 
gleaned from the research studies in Thailand. This article has four parts. Part One 
provides background knowledge of South East Asia: Part Two explains the 
importance and the current situation of traditional games and sports in South East 
Asia. Part Three presents the values of traditional games and sports, in terms of 
health sciences and social sciences, gleaning from findings reported by the studies 
in Thailand; the benefits have been classified into four areas, namely, (1) the 
physical, physical fitness, and health values, (2) the intellectual values, (3) the 
mental-emotional values, and (4) the social, cultural, and moral values. The 
conclusion in the part four is then provided at the end of this article. 
 
South East Asia in a Nutshell 
 
                 South East Asia refers to the group of countries in the southeast of Asia, 
comprising of two regions. The first lies within the Indochina Peninsular called the 
Mainland Southeast Asia. Seven countries are in this part: Myanmar, Laos, Vietnam, 
Cambodia, Thailand, Malaysia, and Singapore. The second are islands east of the 
Indian Ocean Sea, known as the Maritime Southeast Asia, and four countries are in 
this region, namely, the Philippines, Indonesia, East Timor, and Brunei. Southeast 
Asia has various types of geography, including plans, plateaus, mountains, river 
basins, dense forests, valleys, straits, and islands. The climate is hot and humid 
which is typical for countries near the equator. The region is within the monsoon 
effects with a great amount of rainfall. The combined population is about 600 million 
people. Most people earn their living as rice farmers, cattle farmers, anglers; some 
work in mines, forestry industry, tourism industry, and workers in the factories. Many 
countries in the region have become newly industrialized countries, exporting 
industrial products to other parts of the world. The region also exports raw materials 
and farm products such as rice, rubber, cassava, corn, palm oil, seafood, tins, and 
timbers. The region is culturally diverse with many different religions and languages. 
Most people of the Mainland Southeast Asia are Buddhists. Even though each 
country has its own national language such as Thai, Cambodian, Burmese, they all 
share the same foundation and origin. Besides, their cultures have been greatly 
influenced by Buddhism. Most countries in the maritime Southeast Asia are Islamic 
countries and use Malay as the main language. These countries have been greatly 
influenced by Islam. As Mainland Southeast Asia consists of up to seven countries 
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and is located at the center of the region; it is thus safe to say that Mainland 
Southeast Asia is a good representation of South East Asia. In this article, only the 
seven countries in the mainland of Southeast Asia will be discussed. In detailed 
discussion, however, only traditional games and sports of Thailand will be 
presented, as Thailand is collated at the middle of mainland Southeast Asia, 
bordered by Myanmar and Laos to the north, Cambodia and Laos to the east, 
Myanmar and the Andaman Sea to the west, and Malaysia and the Gulf of Thailand 
to the south. Due to its location, traditional games and sports in Thailand are 
considered as valid representations of South East Asia’s. 
  
Traditional Games and Sports in South East Asia   
 
                 In the past, there used to be frequent conflicts between bordering 
countries, as countries in Southeast Asia embraced different ideological stances and 
had different systems of government. However, countries in Southeast Asia share 
similar cultures and ways of life such as peace-loving culture, humility, modesty, and 
respect of the elderly. Similar cultures include giving women’s honor they deserve, 
different codes of dress between men and women; women wear tube-like skirts; 
men wear sarong, loincloth or trousers. They also share similar cultures in 
consuming rice: glutinous and plain white rice; agricultural cultures are also similar; 
people grow rice, grow crops, and raise animals. They also share similar merit 
making practices such as giving alms to monks, making prayers, and observing 
precepts. All of these practices help make the ways of lives of people living along the 
border coherent, as there are no walls or fences to separate one country from 
another’s. People can easily cross the border and see each other. When there are 
festivals or cultural events such as wedding parties, birthday parties, funerals, or any 
merits making ceremonies, people often come and meet from both sides of the 
border. Other occasions where people come and meet each other include New 
Year’s celebration, Song-kran festival, and other local festivals with religious base, 
including  events and fairs organized by the authorities, which often involve games 
and social activities such as music and dance, songs, and traditional games and 
music. Traditional games are indispensable.   
                  
                 Many traditional games and sports in South East Asia are similar, 
especially bordering countries. Different countries may refer to the same or similar 
game differently. For example, a traditional game known in English as Hopscotch 
has different names in Southeast Asia. It is known as ‘Tung-Te’ in Thai, ‘Teng-Teng’ 
in Malay; and the Vietnamese call it ‘Nalco’. 
 
                   Table1.  Show the example of South East Asia with similar games and 
different names 
 
 

English 
names 

Local names  

 Thai  Laos  Myanmar  Cambodia  Malaysia  Vietnam  
Hopscotch Tang Te Laos 

hopscoth 
  Teng Teng Nhac Co Co 

Stick 
shooting 

Mai Heung Hiung Eie  Heoung  Choi Khang 

Snake eat 
tail 

Nguu Kin 
Hang 

 Shwe 
Soon Nyo 

  Rong Ran 
Len May 

London 
bridge 

Ree Ree 
Khaow San 

  Sok Krorla 
Bon Bon 

Jang Jang 
Jara 

 

Pick 
wooden 

piece 

Mark 
Trakiab 

  Treh  Choi Chuyen 

Prisoner’s 
base 

Tee Jaub Mark Tee    Cop Co 
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Thing 
scramble 

Yaeng 
Khong 

  Dondarm 
srakkttu 

 Cuop Co 

Tag of War Chak Ka 
Yeur 

Mark 
Deung 

 Timpuro   

                       
 
Because of that, villagers living along the borders can participate in the same games 
and sports; they join the activities with gestures of goodwill and spirits; such 
relationship is a strong bond between the peoples. This functions as a safeguard 
against any international conflict, limiting its scope and preventing it from becoming 
a violent conflict as seen in many parts of the world.  

           
 
Figure1. Thai’s Tang Te                      Figure 2. Thai’s Chak Ka Yeur      
     
                 Countries in South East Asia under the leadership of Thailand have used 
traditional games and sports as activities to promote regional relation. For example, 
in 1934, the Royal Thai government under the leadership of Lieutenant-Commander 
Luang-Tamrongnawasawat who was the Minister of Interior set up a policy to revive 
Thailand’s traditional games and sports countrywide. Border provinces embraced 
the policy, resulting in amicable relationship between Thailand and its neighbors.  
The policy significantly reduced international misunderstanding and reduced border 
disputes. As a result, villagers and local administration bodies continued holding 
such events; they developed them as formal traditional games and sports, and in 
1987 they were called the “Thai Hill Tribes’ Sports”, which was a sports event 
entailing both traditional and international sports. Participants were Thailand’s hill 
tribe peoples and well as hill tribes with Burmese, Lao, Cambodian, and Malaysian 
origins. Altogether, there were ten hill tribes taking part in the event of 11 games. 
Most were traditional games such as Wing Baek Takra (Running with baskets or 
runs and carries a basket on the shoulder), Wing Kha Tok Tek (Stilt running), Ying 
Nha Mai (Crossbow), Kwang Look Khang (Top – twisting game), Chak Ka Yeur (Tug 
of war),  Kling Krok (Mortar rolling race),  Poung Hork (Javelin throw),  Tak Nam Sai Kra 
Boark (Filling Water in a Bamboo Tube), Kwang Meed San (Short  blade throw), Paow 
Look Daork (Dart),   and  Kwang Saak (Pestle Throw). In1958, Luang-Sukhumnaipradit 
as the representative of the Olympic Committee of Thailand proposed an idea of 
hosting international sports among countries of mainland Southeast Asia. Six 
countries agreed on the proposal, namely, Thailand, Malaysia, Myanmar, Lao, 
Vietnam, and Cambodia; they organized the Southeast Asian Peninsular Games or 
SEAP Games for the first time in Bangkok in1959; they agreed that the event would 
be held every two years. Later, Singapore joined the game. The Philippines and 
Indonesia participated in 1977. The members agreed and decided to rename the 
event to South East Asian Games or SEA Games. Later, two more countries 
became members, namely, Brunei and East Timor, making the event a truly event 
for the region of Southeast Asia. 
                  SEA Games include not only international sports, but also local ones. 
The host often includes one or two local games sports as part of the event. This 
helps spread knowledge and information concerning traditional games and sports. 
Members have to practice playing the games, trying to understand them, and 
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sharing the tactics and knowledge of those games, which has led to the evolution of 
the games, from local to regional ones. This is, in many aspects, a means to prevent 
the demise of many traditional games and sports of each country. Each country, 
thus, has become more aware of the need to conserve its own traditional games and 
sports and has been keen to participate in the traditional games and sports 
organized by its neighbors.    
                  A big private company such as Boonrod Brewery, owner of Thailand’s 
famous Singha beer, also followed this trend by organizing a traditional sports event 
called “Traditional Sports Tai Cup” in AD 2000. The event entailed traditional as well 
as international games and sports. Many of the traditional games were played such 
as Chak Ka Yeur (Tug of war), Wing Sam Kha (Three-legged race), Wing Suam 
Krasoab (Running in a Jute Sack), Wing Peaw (relayed race), Rua Bok (Human land 
boating), Takraw (Sepak takraw), and Takraw Loodbuong (Basket takraw). The 
event was a great one with many great prizes, involving many levels of competitions, 
the provincial, regional, and national levels. The champion team got a new pickup 
truck. Tai Cup was an event that has greatly promoted traditional games and sports.  
 

          
 
Figure 3. Thai’s Wing Suam Krasoab         Figure 4. Thai’s Rua Bok   
 
                  At present, traditional sports have gained greater popularity among the 
countries of Mainland Southeast Asia. This is evidenced from the fact that more 
events have been hosted. For example, Muay Kaad Chuek (Thai-Myanmar style 
boxing used the rope wrap the boxer fists instead of the groves), along the border of 
Thailand and Myanmar, has been organized during the Song-kran Festival for over 
ten consecutive years. Another traditional game that has gained popularity is the 
Mekong  Goodwill Traditional  Games, which is an international event, involving all 
countries that share that Mekong River Basin, namely, Thailand, Myanmar, Laos, 
Cambodia, Vietnam, and China; it has been organized by Thailand’s local 
administrations for over 20 years. Later, since 2002, the event has been organized 
by Office of Sports and Recreation Development and the Tourism Authority of 
Thailand. It has become an international event, showing the cooperation among 
South East Asian nations through traditional games and sports. 
                  In the past, albeit the located right at the center of mainland Southeast 
Asia, Thai people‘s interest in playing traditional games and sports was not clear; 
sometimes, Thai people almost forgot how to play such games, turning their 
attention to the international sports and some other entertaining activities. However, 
since the research findings by Chuchchai Gomaratut (1984), titled Thai Traditional 
Sports: A Study and Analysis of Physical Education Values, had been made known 
to the Thai public in 1984, Thai society became more aware of the importance of its 
traditional wisdom. The Thai public had more confidence and trust in the values of 
their traditional sports. As the study had employed a scientific methodology to study 
traditional games and sports for the first time in Thailand; it also entailed field work, 
observing the games in their real settings; it also included the use of an expert panel 
to observe, analyze, and evaluate the values of up to 197 traditional games and 
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sports in action. This methodology is known as a field experimental. The Sports 
Authority of Thailand and other agencies have made use of the research findings, 
providing academic knowledge and concrete examples and references to the Thai 
society. In addition to providing necessary backgrounds to the traditional games and 
sports in Thailand, the study explains their scientific values. One consequence was 
the increase of the events that include traditional games and sports. Moreover, when 
Chuchchai Gomaratut took an initiative step by including formal traditional sports in 
an existing internal personnel sports event of Chulalongkorn University in 1992; ten 
traditional games from all regions of Thailand were included in the event, namely, 
Toey (Tag in a square), Yae Long Roo (Pulling rope toward by waist), Nguu King 
Hang (Snake hoop), Kwang Ling (Monkey hurl), Ling Ching Haang (Monkey grab the 
tail), Tee Chub (Taking breath tag),  Rua Bok (Human land boating), Wing Peaw 
Suam Krasoab (Relay sack running), Chaak ka Yeur (Tug of war), and Khee Maa 
Taa Boad ( Riding a blinded horse).  
 

   
 
Figure 5. Thai’s Yae Long Roo          Figure 6. Thai’s Khee Maa Taa Board 
 
                 This has brought many developments to the traditional games and sports. 
It brought about the development of traditional games’ rules and regulations, while 
retaining their traditional play content, construction and values. In addition to rules 
and regulations, program tables, specification of the playing fields, games 
procedures, judging criteria and referees, awards, and record keeping were 
systematized. The traditional games and sports gained a great deal of interest 
among the university employees; over 600 of them took part in the games, which 
was the number higher than the most popular international game of football (soccer) 
and the number was also higher than any other sports. It was a turning point, making 
traditional games and sports interesting and popular, first, in Chulalongkorn 
University, and, later, among the Thai public. Many organizations followed the 
processes and rules. There have been a lot of events throughout the country. 
Traditional games and sports have become more interest in Thailand; the interest in 
them includes many aspects of their games, the nature of the games, the 
competition, and research. The interest has also expanded to Thailand’s neighbors 
in the mainland South East Asia. 
 
Values of Traditional Games and Sports in the Spher es of Health Science and 
Social Sciences 
 
 Thai traditional games and sports have undergone their rise and fall, 
depending on the social changes and developments. The publication of research 
conducted by Chuchchai Gomaratut (1984) has stimulated more research interest in 
Thai traditional games and sports in various aspects, qualitatively and quantitatively, 
from many disciplines. The research is divided into two groups. 
           1. Research on Thai traditional games and sports within the sphere of health 
science: This group focuses on the relationship between traditional sports and the 
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area of physical, physical fitness, and health values, area of intellectual values, as 
well as the area of mental-emotional values.  
           2. Research on Thai traditional games and sports within the sphere of social 
science: This group focuses on the relationship between traditional sports and the 
area of social, cultural, and moral values. 
 In this article, the values of traditional games and sports are classified into 
four areas, namely, (1) the physical, physical fitness, and health values, (2) the 
intellectual values, (3) the mental-emotional values, and (4) the social, cultural, and 
moral values. Details are the following: 
               

1. Physical, physical fitness and health values. 
            Traditional games and sports have many physical and health benefits. A 
study conducted by Chuchchai Gomaratut (1984), titled Thai Traditional Sports: A 
Study and Analysis of Physical Education values. The study was a quasi-experiment 
study, involving the behavioral observations of 197 types of traditional games and 
sports in authentic settings. The finding showed that Thai traditional games and 
sports had developed the players’ physical in terms of strength, speed, agility, 
endurance, accuracy, balance, and the coordination of muscular and nervous 
systems. A study by Pornpana Changkwian (2001) has confirmed the finding of 
Chuchchai Gomaratut. She has investigated 44 traditional games and sports found 
in Nakorn Ratchasima (Korat) province by observing actual behavior of players in 
the real setting. The study found that Korat games and sports developed the players’ 
physical strength, agility, speed, endurance, balance, accuracy, and coordination of 
muscular and nervous systems.  
                In addition to physical values, traditional games have also been found to 
promote participants’ physical fitness. Amphorn Bamphen (2003) compared the 
effects of Thai traditional games and sports on the participants’ health related 
physical fitness of two groups of children aged between 10-12 years old; there were 
20 of the children in the experimental group and the equal number in the control 
group, totaled 40. Those children in the experimental group participated in the 
activities that included Thai traditional games and sports; while, those in the control 
group carried on their routine activities. The duration of the experiment was a period 
of 8 weeks (3 days per week and 60 minutes per day). Before and after the 
experiment, the children participants’ physical fitness and their satisfaction were 
assessed. The result showed that   the students in the experiment group 
outperformed those in the control group in the tests of strength (sit up in 30 
seconds), flexibility (sit and reach), agility (zigzag run), and endurance (distance run) 
at the significant level of .01. This study is in line with another study conducted by 
Supawan Wongsangsap (2008) who compared the health-related physical fitness of 
the experimental group and the control group. Those in the experimental group were 
30 students aged 7-9. The equal number of student participants was in the control 
group. The duration of the experiment was a period of 8 weeks (3 days per week 
and 45 minutes per day). The participants were assessed using the standardized 
test AAHPERD before the participation and at the end of week six and week eight. 
The result showed that the students who were intervened by the activities that 
embraced Thai traditional games and sports outperformed the control group in the 
aspects of endurance (a run of 1 mile), strength (1 minute of sit up), flexibility (sit and 
reach), after 8 weeks, at the .05 level of significance. Moreover, it was also found 
that the physical fitness of the experimental group had gradually improved in three 
time intervals, before the experiment, after week 6, and after week 8, at the 05 
significant level.   
                 In addition to the mentioned benefits of physical fitness, research has 
reported that traditional games and sports could improve the children’s motor fitness. 
Warunee Punsri (2008) conducted an experiment comparing the 30 children aged 5-
6; they were asked to take part in the traditional games activities with music. The 
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length was 6 weeks, three days per week, and 50 minutes per day. The student 
participants were tested using Kasetsart Motor Fitness Test, before and after the 
experiment. The result showed that the children’s motor fitness after their 
participation had significantly improved in all aspects of the test. Research has 
reported interesting findings. The case in point is a study conducted by Rongrak 
Suwannarat (2005) who has revealed that Thai traditional sports could help develop 
our health conditions. The research titled “Effects of Aerobic Dance Developing from 
Thai National Sport Skills on Health Related Physical Fitness.” The research 
participants were 20 adults aged between 40-45 years old; they did aerobic dance 
developed from three Thai traditional sports: Thai boxing, Thai Takraw, and Thai 
sword and pole fighting, for the period of 12 weeks (3 days per week; 45 minutes per 
day). The result showed that after the end of weeks 4, 8, and 12, the physical fitness 
of the participants had been improved in terms of body weight, resting hearth rate, 
resting blood pressure, body flexibility, percent of body fat, arms and legs muscular 
strength, vital capacity, and maximum oxygen uptake, at the .05 level of significance. 

 
2. Intellectual values. 

 Traditional games and sports, simple as they may be, have processes and 
methods that involve cognitive ability. Chuchchai Gomaratut (1984) has found that 
traditional games and sports could improve the players’ cognitive ability at various 
levels. The intellectual benefits of traditional games and sports have been found to 
be in the areas of thinking, observation, problem analysis, problem solving, decision 
making, learning potential, and creativity. Eleven years later, Chuchchai Gomaratut 
(1996) reinvestigated the benefits of Thai traditional games and sports though a 
study titled “Thai Traditional Games: Kwang Ling (Monkey hurl), Khee Maa Taa 
Boad (Riding a blinded horse), Nguu King Hang (Snake hoop), Toey (Tag in a 
square), Yae Long Roo (Pulling rope toward by waist), and Wing Peaw Suam Kra 
Soob (Relay sack running).” The aim was to introduce the form and methods of 
playing 6 kinds of Thai traditional games and sports, deemed interesting, and to 
analyze their benefits and values, quantitatively and qualitatively. The method 
employed was field observation of the real sports event organized at Chulalongkorn 
University. The event included 14 teams. This field observation was a longitudinal 
one, lasting for five years (1992-1996). The quantitative data were collected from the 
games played in the quarter-final and semi-final rounds of each game in each of the 
year under study. The result showed that Thai traditional games and sports 
enhanced the players’ cognitive ability in all dimensions, from the high to the very 
high levels, in all of the games under the study; the level varied from the high to the 
highest level, depending on the game. Research that confirms the study by 
Chuchchai Gomaratut includes the study by Aranya Kudjomsri (2003). The tile of her 
study is “The provision of I-San (South northern area) Folk play activities to develop 
problem solving abilities of preschool of children at Sanambin School in Khon Kaen 
province.” She compared 32 kindergarten children aged between 5-6 years old 
before and after their participation in the traditional play activities for 10 weeks (3 
days per week; 30 minutes per session). The instrument used was a problem solving 
inventory and a problem-solving behavior checklist developed by the Office of the 
National Primary Education Commission. The result revealed that the participants’ 
problem solving ability had been improved at the .01 significant level.  It also 
reported that the participants had a good level of problem-solving ability; their 
problem-solving behavior was found to be good. Moreover, the participants’ ability to 
solve their own problems was greater than their ability to solve the problems of 
others.  
                 Another interesting study is the one conducted by Jongjit Kaosim (1992) 
who investigated the children’s readiness to study Thai and their creativity by 
comparing the use of traditional games and the use of teacher manual. The 
participants were 60 children aged 5-6 years old; the experimental group consisted 
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of 30 children who were intervened by traditional games activities; the control group 
followed the teacher manual. The length of the experiment was 10 weeks (3 days 
per week; 60 minutes a day). The tools used were the test of Readiness to learn 
Thai and Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking Type A; the children were tested 
before and after the experiment. The result showed that the experiment group had 
higher levels of readiness and creativity scores than the control group, at the .01 
significant level. Research has reported that traditional games and sports help 
develop basic math skills. Chonlada Urasanit (2004) investigated the development of 
a basic skill in Mathematics using traditional games. The participants were 36 young 
children aged 5-6 years old; they participated in the traditional games and activities 
for 12 weeks (3 days a week; 30 minutes a day). The data collection tools included 
the behavioral observation form of math skills and the evaluative form to measure 
their math skills’ development. They were measured before and after the 
experiment. The result showed that traditional games improved the scores of both 
measures and tests; the scores of the post-test were higher at the .01 significant 
level. 

There have been two studies showing that traditional games and sports 
enhance intellectual ability and skills in eight aspects. The first study is the one 
conducted by Rattana Maneechansook (1996) who investigated pre-school 
children’s problem solving ability. The participants were 14 young children, aged 5-6; 
they participated in the traditional games for 5 weeks (3 days in a week; 50 minutes 
a day). The instrument was the test of problem solving ability, and it was 
administered before and after the intervention. The result showed that the children 
who had experienced traditional games had a higher level of problem solving ability 
at the .01 significant level. Another study has revealed that traditional games had 
developed the children’s multiple intelligence (8 dimensions). Suputtra Tandee 
(2008) investigated such the linkage and found that traditional games helped 
develop the children’s multiple intelligences. It was an experiment whose 
participants were 30 young children aged between 5-6 years old; they participated in 
the designed traditional games and activities for ten weeks (2 days a week; 40 
minutes per session). The children were assessed, before and after the intervention, 
using the two instruments: (1) Test of multiple intelligences in four factors, namely, 
partial intelligence, natural intelligence, verbal intelligence, and logical and 
mathematical intelligence, and (2) Behavioral Observation Form of four multiple 
intelligences, namely, kinetic intelligence, musical intelligence, empathy intelligence, 
and self-awareness intelligence. The result showed that after the participation, the 
children had developed their intelligences to the ‘good’ level, and their level of 
intelligence was significantly higher than the level before the experiment (p.05).  
              

3.  Mental-emotional values 
Traditional games and sports have the potential to, concretely, enhance 

spiritual and mental-emotional values of their players. At least two studies have 
provided evidence to support this claim. The first is the study by Chuchchai 
Gomaratut (1984); the second is the research by Pornpana Changkwian (2001). The 
two researchers have made a series of observations of Thai people who were 
actually participating in the games and sports. Chuchchai Gomaratut has observed 
197 Thai traditional games and sports in four major regions: the north region, the 
northeast region, the central region, and the southern region. Pornpana Changkwian 
investigated 44 games and sports found in Korat (Nakorn Ratchasima). Even though 
both studies were almost 20 years apart, they reveal similar summaries.  Both 
studies found that Thai traditional games and sports helped develop the players’ 
mental values, making them feel more satisfied with themselves and the society, 
building up their mental strength, making them cheerful, encouraging courage, self-
confidence, perseverance, determination, patience, and self- motivated. In terms of 
emotional development, it was found that traditional games and sports helped 
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developed the players’ emotional balance, emotional control and management; they 
helped in making them more emotional stable, more satisfied, and equipped them 
with useful ways to release their emotional stress.  

Apart from the research that relies on behavioral observation, there are also 
experimental studies in Thailand revealing the benefits of traditional games and 
sports in the realm of mental-emotional values. Rattana Phuchaisang (2007), for 
example, compared the levels of mental-emotional development of two groups of 
children before and after their participation in the traditional games and sports. Each 
group consisted of 20 young children aged between 5-6 years old. The experimental 
group participated in the outdoor traditional games and activities designed by the 
researcher; the control group was allowed to go on playing their ordinary activities. 
The experiment lasted for 8 weeks; 5 days a week, and 30 minutes in a day. They 
were assed their emotional development before and after the participation. (The 
assessment included 6 behavioral dimensions: emotion, self-perception and 
perception of others, morality and ethic, self-reliance, harmony, and cultural and 
environmental conservation). The result of the experiment showed that, after eight 
weeks of outdoor traditional games’ participation, the subjects’ social and mental-
emotional condition was significantly improved at the 01 level of significance. It was 
also found that the social and mental-emotional condition of the subjects who 
participated in the traditional games was better than the control group at the 01 level 
of significance. Besides, traditional games and sports were found to have enhanced 
the children’s emotional intelligence (EQ), as reported by Tippawan Khantha (2003). 
She investigated 27 pre-school children’s emotional intelligence, aged between 4-5 
years old, for ten weeks (five days per week; 30 minutes per day). The subjects 
were asked to participate in Isan’s traditional games (northeast’s traditional games). 
The tool was an EQ observational form; the subjects were observed before and after 
their participation. The result showed that the subjects’ EQ level was significantly 
higher at the 01 level of significance. Somchintana Kuptasunthorn (2004) conducted 
an experiment to investigate the relationship between traditional games and self-
confidence. She compared 16 children’s levels of self-confidence in three time 
intervals, before, during, and after the intervention, and subjects were 16 children 
aged 4-5 years old who participated in the traditional game activities for 8 weeks (3 
days a week, 20 minutes in a session). The instrument was an observation inventory 
for young children with the reliability level of 76. The result showed that the 
children’s participation in Thai traditional games helped raise their scores of self-
confidence, during and after the participation, at the 01 significant level. It was also 
found that the scores of self-confidence in three factors: extroversion, self-identity, 
and adjustment, gradually improved when assessed three time intervals, before, 
during, and after the intervention, at the 01 significant level. 
            

4.   Social, Cultural, and Moral Values 
Many studies in Thailand have revealed that traditional games and sports 

have resulted in social, cultural, and moral benefits, which are considered the heart 
of national strength and unity as well as the unity of all the countries in South East 
Asia. The following studies have revealed the benefits of traditional games and 
sports in the sphere of social science. One of the pioneer work and is still considered 
highly valuable is the research on Thai traditional games and sports of Chuchchai 
Gomaratut  (1984) who has revealed that Thai traditional games and sports help 
develop the players’ cultural and moral characteristics such as harmony, 
cooperation, citizenship behavior, mutual recognition and respect, adaptability, 
respect and observe the rules, honest and fairness, sacrifice, sympathy, discipline, 
responsibility, empathy, leadership and responsible membership, team spirit, 
interpersonal relationship, and sportsmanship. Siriporn Lertpun (2005) had 
conducted an experiment. She found that traditional games and sports had 
developed the pre-primary school children’ social skills. The title of the research is 
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“ The Effect of Social Skills in Building relationships with Other People of 
Kindergarten Children by Using Activities for Playing Folk Games”. This 
experimental research compared two groups of children participants, each group 
consisted of 26 children aged between 5-6 years old. The group that underwent the 
experiment participated on the traditional games designed by the researcher for the 
period of five weeks (five days a week; 30 minutes per day). The control group went 
on their routine activities. The instrument used, before and after the intervention, 
was the behavior test of social skills in 4 areas, namely, honesty, civility, open-
mindedness, and empathy. The result showed that the children who participated in 
the traditional games had higher scores (in every area of social skills assessed) than 
the control group at the .01 significant level. Similarly, Ajchima Onnoam (2006) 
conducted an experiment titled “The Effect of Thai Folk Play and Games Activities 
and Relationship Development of Preschool Children.” The subjects were 5-6 year-
old children. The result revealed that the children who participated in the traditional 
games had gained higher scores of human relation in every aspect, at the 01 
significant level. 
                One may wonder if traditional games and sports could promote any 
cultural values. Research has shown that they do have such the potential. Most 
studies investigating these variables, however, have not used rigorous scientific 
methods to test the relationship.  For example, a study conducted many years ago 
by Poonpong Ngamkasem et al. (1993) classified and analyzed the traditional 
games and sports found in Pitsanulok province. Their methodology included field 
observation; the data they collected were analyzed using descriptive method. Even 
though the methodology was not rigorous, but the result gave us some hints of the 
relationship between the two variables. They have reported that the 71 traditional 
games found in Pitsanulok province gave the people’s entertainment and functioned 
as tools for socialization, promoting social integration and cooperation. They 
reported that traditional games could reflect traditional norms and local values, 
portraying the traditional ways of life of the bygone days, revealing the emphasis on 
the mind, simplicity, and the closeness to nature. Besides, the traditional games 
were reported as having the potential to release the people’s tension and frustration, 
something that has been hidden, in a normal situation. The finding of the research 
conducted by Poonpong Ngamkasem (1993) is consistent with the finding reported 
by Pornpana Changkwean (2001) whose research tilted “Korat’s Traditional Games: 
Analysis of Physical and moral values” The study employed a field observation; the 
researcher observed the people playing the games in a real situation, focusing on 
the moral values of the traditional games of Korat. It was found that the traditional 
games had traditional values; they could suggest and reveal the local environment, 
geography, the people’s ways of life, the local culture, religious beliefs, their 
educational values, and the belief system of the local community. Similarly, the 
research conducted by Wanida Rikakorn (2006) titled “The Existence of Traditional 
Lanna Fiddle.” The study investigated the social roles of one of the Lanna region’s 
traditional games called Sor Lanna or Lanna Fiddle. The method used was a field 
observation of many events that Lanna fiddles were performed. The data  were 
analyzed and found that such the game had three social functions: (1) providing the 
belief of the people and the role they play in the society, (2) functioning as a means 
to unify the people, and (3) functioning as media for local people to keep themselves 
updated on current events, what is happening in the world around them. 
                Another salient characteristic of traditional games and sports lies in their 
moral values. Some studies have revealed such the benefit. An experimental 
research conducted by Angkana Kasinun (1996) was one of such research. She 
aimed to link the relationship between honesty and the traditional games. The 
subjects were 30 primary students grade 3, aged 9, and took part in the traditional 
games lessons for 7 weeks (3 days a week; 50 minutes in one session). The 
students were assessed their honesty using the evaluative form of students’ 
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honesty, before and after the intervention. The result showed that the students’ 
honesty scores were higher, compared with the scores of the pre-test, at the .01 
significant level. It was also found that the students enjoyed the games and would 
like the games of the past to be played at the present. The games were: Kra Dood 
Cheuk Deaw (Single rope jumping), Khee Maa Song Mueng (Take me home-horse 
Riding), Chum Chee (Fingers counting), Dern Kala (Coconut-shell walking), Wing 
Waow (Running and flying a kite), Kaa Fak Khai (Crow and egg), and Saon Haa 
(Hide and seek).  The finding is in line with the research conducted by Kritsana 
Kongyim (1988) who analyzed the values and beliefs manifested in the traditional 
music and songs accompanying the playing of traditional games and sports. The 
narrative description was used. The result showed that the music accompanying the 
traditional games provided values functioning as a means to promote understanding, 
belief, and values for all members of the community, functioning as a model for 
young people to follow, which would bring about happiness for individuals as well as 
for the society as a whole.  
                Research revealing the values of moral playing traditional games and 
sports has been conducted using both experimental research design as well as field 
observation. The research titled “A Study of Ethics as Appeared in Folk Games of 
the South.” (Sremsri Anuntapong: 1997), which was a study using a filed observation 
method, interview, and descriptive analysis of 8 traditional games. The result 
showed that the personal moral values found were patience, diligence, prudence, 
discipline, responsibility, curiosity, wise spending; the interpersonal values included  
being grateful, respect of others, generosity, honesty, kindness, harmony, and 
sacrifice.  Another study that supports the moral values of traditional games and 
sports was conducted by Anchana Maneenet (1993). She compared grade 3 primary 
students’ conceptual understanding of moral values between the experiment group 1 
and the experiment group 2. 28 students were in each group. Group 1 was taught 
using traditional games; Group 2 using traditional tales. The duration of the 
experiment was 8 weeks (2 times a week; 60 minutes per session). The instrument 
used was a test of conceptual understanding of the values of unity and cooperation 
with the reliability index of 0.99. Two groups were tested using this test before and 
after the experiment. The result showed that both experiment groups, traditional 
games and traditional tales, had higher post-test scores of moral conception, at the 
01 significant level. Moreover, research conducted by Thanin Thanee (2000) has 
demonstrated that traditional games help develop the player’s aesthetics. The 
research titled “The use of traditional games to develop grade 3 secondary students’ 
Aesthetic Perception”.  The aim was to compare the students’ aesthetic perception 
before and after their traditional games’ experience. 39 students participated in the 
research for 8 weeks (two days a week, 60 minutes in a day). The instrument was a 
test of aesthetic perception. The results showed that the aesthetic scores of the 
students after the intervention were higher across the three aesthetic dimensions; 
perfection, proportion, and symmetrical unity, at the .05 significant level. 
 
Conclusion 
 
 In South East Asia, the roles of traditional games and sports have been 
recognized as significant activities; they offer many tangible benefits: promoting 
cooperation and international relation, enhancing international understanding, 
empathy, goodwill, promoting peace, helping to alleviate conflicts among the nations 
in South East Asia. As it is located at the center of mainland Southeast Asia, 
Thailand has become the leader in traditional games and sports in mainland 
Southeast Asia. A pioneer study by Chuchchai Gomaratut in 1984 has sparked off 
interests in research in the values of traditional games and sports as well as the 
greater interest in traditional games and sports in Thailand, in terms of the number of 
participants and the frequency of the events, and the systematic manners of 
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organizing such events. At present, there have been many studies conducted by 
several disciplines in Thailand on traditional games and sports; they, however, can 
be classified into two groups, namely, the Health   Science and the Social Science. 
The findings of the studies on traditional games and sports in Thailand have shown 
that traditional games and sports provide values for the players and participants in 
four dimensions, namely, physical, physical fitness, and health values, intellectual 
values, mental-emotional values, and social, cultural, and moral values. The values 
have been found to be observable, which can be verified using scientific methods. 
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“The game immediately becomes a solid structure as a cultural form. 
Once it has been played it stays in the memory as a creation or spiritual 
treasure, it is transmitted by tradition and it can be repeated in any given 

moment” (Huizinga, 1972, 22) 
 
 
 

    The initial point of the game can be taken in accordance with the idea that traditional and 
autochthonous games and sports are a product or expression of the cultural context in which they 
are created, developed and expressed. Thus, we could take into account, as an initial idea, the 
thoughts of E.B. Taylor, who stated in 1871, “culture or civilization is a whole which includes 
knowledge, beliefs, art, morals, laws, customs and any other aptitude or habit acquired by man whilst 
he is a member of society” (Taylor, 1981, 19). These characteristics of customs and habits which 
Taylor describes are those that mark the attitudes of the individual; which give meaning and 
comprehension to the recreational and agonistic behaviour of the human being and which has as a final 
result, in the present day, sporting behaviour. 

   In the context of culture, games and sports emerge from the conduct of a person as a social 
subject, and therefore they form a part of it as a shared expression by the members of society. Many 
definitions of culture exist82, although there are characteristics common in all of them. 
Culture as a behavioural whole, in which the life of the people expresses itself, has the quality of 
being able to present itself as a global integration of all its interlinked parts as a whole process, in such a 
way that changing one of them would affect all the others. Basically, culture consists of knowledge 
contents and rules of conduct, socially learnt, which means to say, not born from human interaction, but 
that culture also consists of rules of behaviour. In brief, culture is an acquired and shared symbolic 
behaviour whose function is that of being the guide of the collective and individual action of the human 
being. Culture is also an integrated whole of related components among which can be found 
traditional motor expressions (games and sports). 
However, in a general approach to sporting-recreational culture we have to mention that this consists 
of two different contexts: material culture, present in all objects that man uses and are elements of the 
game; and immaterial culture which is formed of the sought after values and conducts83. Both 
expressions can be seen clearly in the evolution from the traditional game to the traditional sport. 
Before, the variability of the game according to its geographical setting and cultural interpretation, 

                                              
82 Just as has been said, the definitions of culture are many, and are always in accordance with the 
conceptual field in which they are devised. One can confirm this situation revising the bibliography of the 
specific contents of this topic. However, in this context, it is necessary to underline the confusion between the 
terms society and culture, being as they are concepts that are related but not interchangeable. Thus we have it 
that the society should be conceived as a group of individuals and the regular relationships that they establish 
between themselves, whilst culture refers to the way in which these relationships are produced. Thus, 
Blanchard and Cheska (1986, 22) affirm, “society is the concrete fact of these relationships, culture is the 
character, quality and abs- tract nature of those rules of relationships”. 
83 “Material culture is always the result of immaterial culture, without which it has no meaning. Skittles or 
players on the pitch are elements of material culture; the audience, the characteristics of the players, the rules 
of play, the tactics, strategies, skills, these are elements of immaterial culture” (Zapico Robles, 1997, 426). 
With respect to different types of culture, such as their relationship with material and immaterial culture, cf San 
Martín Salas (1999, 194-215). 
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involved the variability of that material, or element of the game to be used: which even now is 
maintained in the games of calva, morrillo, chana or mazas in Castile and Leon. In a second context, 
that of values and attitudes, we cannot deny the change of the representative values of the game 
suffered as far as its value within the process of enculturation of this environment is concerned, such as 
skittles, or la lucha, nor the inclusion and change of new values of contemporary sport such as fair 
play, the important thing is to take part even if one does not win84, and to develop physical skills 
and qualities85. 
In the context of recreational activity as a cultural element, the appreciation of Lavega Burgués (2000, 
28) is significant. He states that “the game, just as other forms of relation or expression of the human 
being, in a large part reflects the elements and characteristics of the protagonists, of their 
environment and of their daily life”. In this way it is necessary to draw our attention to the fact that 
the game, as an element of cultural expression, expresses the character of its subjects, the 
geographical setting and the historical period in which it is developed, in short, the protagonist of the 
recreational action and the time space parameters where it takes place. For that reason Lavega 
Burgués (2000, 29) states that “the game, understood once again as a pact of rules among 
players, acts as a mirror, as in, the people and their environment are the protagonists. In every 
moment, the closest and most everyday aspects serve to bring about game situations in any village 
or country”. To sum up, culture and the game are two concepts closely associated and as such, they 
are mentioned in the previously cited statements, now that not only does one play, but transmits 
culture, within a general context; if we speak of a specific context, such as sporting culture, we 
must point out that the traditional game, in some cases, nowadays expresses the parameters 
that characterize sport, with the implication that such expressions have moved from the category of 
games, to that of sports, on the one hand traditional and on the other autochthonous. 

In general, culture as a characteristic element generated by the human being, takes place in the 
transmission process among individuals of the same cultural framework; given the name of cultural 
submission. This process of cultural initiation begins in the moment that the subject is born and 
consists of learning what characterises the place where his life unfolds, as well as the social 
relationships which take place there. A human being learns to accomplish his functions in accordance 
with his place in society and how that is structured, by means of his production, consumption and 
relationship with the human and biological environment which surrounds him86, as well as the 
cognitive symbolism that characterises his natural environment: art, dance, literature, philosophy, 
games and sports … in this perspective the human being does not stop receiving information about the 
behaviour of other members of his society participating in an uninterrupted phenomenon which 
characterises the cultural transmission between the adults and the youth. In this context we can take 
as an example the fact that the lucha Leonese served as a symbolic element which allowed the 
young people to introduce themselves into the adult world and which meant for the family 
environment the continuation of the saga of luchadores (wrestlers) who had to defend the family 
honour or geographical surroundings, or how the equipment of the adult ball games was handled 
by the young, until the moment in which they were accepted by the adults to play with them87; or how in 
the women’s skittle games, the young girls would always be in the background learning from their elders 
whenever a game was played. Also, in the sense of cultural submission and within the recreational 
aspect we find that Blanchard and Cheska state that if games of chance characterise societies that 
respect responsibility, in the sense of the completion of routine tasks not characterised by conceding 
a protagonists role to the creativity of the subject, and games of strategy are related to societies that 
value the obedience of orders from above; games of physical dexterity are characteristic of 
societies which reward the attainment this aptitude88. Thus we find, for example, how in the culture of 

                                              
84 This statement would certainly be curious if we were to suggest it last century to someone from the 
Leonese Mountain who had been eliminated from the circle in front of his fellow countrymen and family. 
85 Before, the important matter was to entertain oneself, not to win. The game was an element used to 
demonstrate physical qualities and motor skills that were not developed through the game but that had been 
acquired indirectly by the subject throughout his daily working life. 
86 Not only on a material plane but also on an immaterial one, in this way we understand that the subject not 
only limits himself to performing concrete actions but that he also takes in the symbolism of his environment. 
87 This is a very significant example which we can find referred to in González Largo and González Alarcón 
(1983, 31-43 and 79-80). 
88 In accordance with the contents of Blanchard and Cheska (1986, 45), it is affirmed that “games are 
microcosmic structures of culture that attract the individual by moulding the emotional and cognitive aspects of 
his conflicts- the result is that the individual does not manage to reach his goal by means of cultural participation 
on a grand scale. Basically, games are cognitive operations typical of competitive success; a child learns in a 
sim- ple and direct way to demonstrate dexterity, to take risks and to pretend. Thanks to this cumulative 
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shooting, learning the skill of firing stones with a catapult had its function in the defence of the 
population; for this reason the mothers would place food in high places as a target to be shot 
down so that their sons would use the catapult with precision, as they could only eat what they 
managed to shoot down89. Finally, it has to be said that within the game, the phenomenon of cultural 
submission is not centred solely in the simple development of the physical dexterity of the subject, for 
example the Inuit people have some curious games where the fundamental thing is the attempt to 
reinforce the understanding of the cooperation among the subjects, above even their rivalries90. 

Blanchard and Cheska propose that through sporting behaviour, the cultural submission of the new 
members can contribute to the instauration of new modes of conduct and adaptive, susceptible, 
rehabilitating methods to give meaning to the interaction of the individual and the demands of the 
society. Having assured the continuation of society, these new combinations of behaviour set up 
the prototypes of the future. 

Also the culture is also transmitted through contact between groups of different cultures, a process 
called acculturation. This is a dynamic process where ideas and attitudes are changed and learned so 
that the subject adopts elements of another culture. Put simply, when two cultures overlap and 
acculturation influence there. Simplified, when two cultures coincide and influence each other, we 
have cultural assimilation. For example, the British administrators of the 18

th century introduced 
games such as cricket to the Indian princes, with whom they had negotiated trade deals; in 
exchange, the Indians taught the British polo. The appearance of bowling, as we know it now, has its 
origins in the old games of skittles from northern Europe (such as Dutch and Belgian) which were 
taken to America with those who emigrated there in the past, inevitably taking their traditions with 
them as well (Braun Trueba, 1984, 90). Likewise, in Spain the presence of ball games has been 
significantly influenced by the game practised between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries in 
Europe. In the peninsular, Roman billiards as a typical game from Zamora, and by extension a sport of 
Castile and Leon, is a clear case of how this game has spread from Zamora to Aranda de Duero, by 
way of players of pétanque, and as far as Aragon, which has adopted it as its own native game, 
within its federation of traditional and autochthonous games. 

In short, this context of anthropological character, within the cultural framework as has been referred to, 
also affects the traditional motor expressions/ (games and sports), because they too form a part of the 
group of customs and habits mentioned by E. B. Taylor in his definition of culture. Therefore, the 
processes of cultural submission and cultural assimilation of the people also participate as further 
elements of this group. 

Tradition is the element that links the present to the past. In this context, traditions do not invent 
themselves, nor do they change by themselves but it is the individuals that make up the society who, 
by putting emphasis on determined elements of social life generate, develop, change, suppress or 
bring back tradition. For this reason, games arise and evolve through the way the subject takes 
inspiration from his life, whether these aspects are work related, spiritual, or recreational. 
                                                                                                                                             
learning the child learns to behave as an adult. This explanation can be called ‘theory of cultural submission via 
conflict’. 
89 With respect to this example we recommend consulting: Salors Pons and García Blanco (1993, 29-31). 
Other examples as far as the example of cultural submission within the field of recreation are certain elements of 
daily life, used as recreational instruments which involve the learning of their use. Specifically, we can make 
reference to the different games of shepherds, and, every culture being different, thus we have the game of 
the monterilla where the shepherd’s staff is thrown to demonstrate the skill and precision of the subject (García 
Durántez, 1983); or the games that involve the use of the staff in the shepherd culture of the Canary Islands, that 
test the subject’s balance, along with his skill in its use, circumstances which would show the subject’s physical 
skill and dexterity of the subject to use the staff in the natural geographical environment where the subject 
carries out his pastoral work, as well as an instrument of defence against physical aggression from another 
subject (Noda Gómez, 1990). 
90 Here we could refer to jumping over the seal’s skin, or the Inuit blanket. In the former, the players, 
accumulating participants gradually, try to jump over a thick rope of seal or caribou leather. Once the skin has 
been filled with grass or moss it becomes much fatter, making the jump more difficult, and also, the movement of 
the rope changes constantly during the game, (up to the right, down and over the head, up to the left, over and 
under…). The second game consisted of throwing a fellow player up in the air with a blanket that was 
supported by all the participants, like a trampoline. For information about the games of this tribe, or other cultures, 
consult Orlyck (1990). 
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The game as an element which takes part in the spread of tradition has the following possible 
functions: 
 - In any given moment, put within reach of the player, the beliefs, norms, values and objects that are 
created in the past and that assume the knowledge and experience of historical heritage91. 
 - Legitimise the codes and institutions that are represented in different ways of life92. 
 - Provide symbols of collective identity and strengthen the ties of a group93. 
Not only do we establish significant situations in terms of the concept of tradition, but also we should 
consider the situation which implies the vision of the traditional, with respect to the type of society that 
characterises the subjects. Nowadays the differentiation between an urban or modern society and a rural 
or traditional one is evident and significant. Thus, Zapico Robles (1997, 428-429) affirms that we 
should take into consideration the difference that exists between both types of society and their 
relationship with the corresponding recreational expression. In this way he explains that a rural society is 
characterised by the following determining factors: 
 - Rules of behaviour that tend to keep themselves within custom and habit94. Games that have 
been maintained for decades, as our elders can easily testify, and also the bibliographic and 
iconographic information of our culture. 
 - In the activities, one can discern the weight of agricultural and livestock based labour, marine work, or 
the daily tasks, which have characterised it95. 
 - The weight of the family ties is considerable96, and the ways of spending recreational or leisure 
time are very easily passed down from fathers to their sons. 
 - Relationships between the members of rural societies are much more common, people know 
each other much better, and in this way, games are the ideal mechanism to demonstrate the 
skills of the subject, and for him to be recognised for them97. 

Nowadays, the significant games of traditional society are being influenced by the new 
activities that are offered in the sport and leisure market, suggesting a meeting point between both 
contexts where the recuperation of old values and traditions has a harmonious relationship with the 
new values of today98. 
Individuals are not born as carriers of a particular culture, but are brought up in a specific cultural 
environment and by means of a process of cultural submission they gradually assimilate a popular 
tradition, like the other members of the group. As part of culture, the game and the sport are subjected to 
the same forces and processes of transformation as the other components of the cultural system. The 
fact that the game and the sport are a part and a reflection of the global cultural system means that 
their characteristics on a social scale should express themselves in them. It is for that reason that 
recreational and sporting action becomes a medium of cultural identity, a situation that has been clear 
for some time, because a deter- mined recreational, sporting and autochthonous expression is present, 

                                              
91 Putting the game into practise in the context of tradition takes us back to how it was developed by our elders 
and ancestors, just as history shows us. 
92 The wrestling club, or the spear game, was taught by the masters, patriarchs of the family, who, because of 
their knowledge of the use of the spear as a weapon of defense, were endorsed as transmitter subjects of that 
tradition. 
93 The Leonese or insular person is a significant example of how the characteristic fights in their geographical 
region have increased. 
94 In the area of Magaz, in the province of Palencia, the only people who play skittles are the women. 
95 The game of the monterilla serves as an example as a shepherds’ game of precision throwing, which 
involved the use of the club, as the throwing element, and of the montera, as a target which one would intend to 
hit with the thrown spear (García Durántez, 1983). There is also the example of the trunk cutting, which involved 
the characteristic elements of the daily tasks (De la Villa Porras, 2001, 149-156) (Aguirre Franco, 1978, 107-196), 
as is also the case with the regattas of the sardine fishing boats (traineras). 
96 Never two brothers, or close family members have been seen wrestling in the lucha of the Canary Islands. 
97 The Greeks were recognised for the heroes that represented their cities. In this sense people have 
been recognised and venerated for their physical potential. Cases such as that of Iñaki Perurena in the stone 
lifting, Tete Rodriguez in the game of bolo palma, or el Pollo de la Frontera in the lucha canaria are a significant 
example of this fact. 
98 In reality this is an illusion, as the contemporary sporting phenomenon is prevailing over the variety and 
richness of the traditional game. In the case of the autochthonous sport of Castile and Leon, the first president 
of the Regional Federation of Autochthonous Sports, Mariano Asensio Campuzano, makes this clear in the 
circums- tance of various sporting categories, and in particularl la calva and la tanga (Asensio Campuzano, 
1997, 443- 453). 
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in every autonomous community of the Spanish state, just as it can be seen in the creation of regional 
federations of autochthonous and/or traditional sports. 

Considering games and sports, from the point of view of their origin in traditional society, as 
compared to modern society, we find significant fundamental differences that show that the former 
are in a better position to resolve problems of adaptation66, survival99, or to express ritual contents100, or 
simply for the subjects own entertainment101. In this aspect the adversary or rival team was a secondary 
aspect, the important thing really was the challenge102. Undoubtedly, the recreational action brought to 
its sporting expression in contemporary society distinguishes itself from the ancient expressions 
because of the emphasis on competition; while the ancient society put more emphasis on the ritual 
element. Modern sport is often now com- petition for the love of competing, and victory is the main 
objective of the participants. In the more ancient games however, the competitive element would 
generally be in the background of an activity that was essentially ritual. 

Within the context that includes the different expressions that have characterised Physical Education 
and sports, one finds the human being as a precursor of the action, thanks to his creativity. Part of 
this creative activity has served as the creation of games that have been the precursors of 
contemporary sports103. Thus, in this context, the universe of ludic expression involves only a small 
number of these expressions that acquire the value of institutionalised sports in our modern society, 
and in this way institutionalised games and sports represent nothing more than the tip of the iceberg 
of what the recreational action itself consists of. The traditional expressions are the very beginning of 
what we call modern sports, thus we can come across curiosities such as that of puenting, which 
reflects the indigenous culture of Pentecost Island, in the archipelago of the New Hebrides, in the 
South Pacific104. 

For José María Cagigal (1996), from an anthropological point of view, the first natural conduct of a 
man who moves is the physically active game. For that reason, movement in a natural way should 
become a conduct that is a substantial element in every exercise in Physical Education. In this sense, 
one has to consider the anthropological and socio-cultural forms that could constitute a more or less 
constant way of the natural expression of the man that moves, incorporating it as a basic natural 
conduct in the educative exercise of education: that is to say, as the first great element that should be 
present in all, or almost all the different con- ducts in which the contents are defined. For Cagigal, all 
Physical Education should contain the three basic pillars that correspond to natural human 
conduct, therefore, all physical exercise, all tasks, all of the programme set out as Physical Education 
should have some type of physically active game, some kind of dance, or some kind of sport, or a bit 
of both at the same time. Finally, one must consider that a man has a body, and therefore the 
capacity to move. Physical Education should be structured according to the following two elements, 
the inherence, and the implacable demand of the body during the life of the man, now not as a part 
of the man but as the man himself, on the one hand, and on the other, about the anthrop 
dynamical reality of physical movement, is how Physical Education should be structured, as a base of 
a generalised physical culture. 

The expressions that we are talking about did not emerged just as we know them now, but have 
experienced an evolution from simple rules or symbolic structure that gives meaning, to the internal 
logic of the game or expression, giving rise to the possibility of being variable from one geographical 
area to another and that the players can modify them under consensus or contract, as the 
instruments and spaces to be used, for the most part were not standardised. However, the forms 
of development of the traditional games and sports underwent changes during the history based on 
the cultural context in which it unfolded. In this way, culture as a group of expressions in which the 
                                              
99 Such as the pasiego jump (salto pasiego), (García Lomas, 1986, 207-219). 
100 La Lucha (Espartero Casado, 1999, 23-54). 
101 Skittles (Los bolos) (Braun Trueba, 1984, 47-54). 
102 In these extremes we find the most significant expressions of this. Primitively, the player would prepare 
himself for the ludic meeting honing his skill and strengthening his body, but above all it was the ritual 
preparations, magic rites, invocations and appeals to the gods to show favour, meanwhile, the modern man uses 
sport to perfect his body, to compete for pure pleasure, far from any practical finality or ritual. 
103 Concerning the contemporary situation of recreational expression, Parlebas (1988, 43) affirms that “in 
this conventional aspect, the sporting game depends on the laws of the body and physical reality; the corporal 
engagement in the objective world leads to a dynamism of movement to face the world that needs to be 
dominated”. 
104 These aborigines constructed a high tower so that the braver subjects would throw themselves into the void, 
tied at the feet by long creepers. The purpose of this activity was to demonstrate the courageousness of the 
subject. 
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traditional life of the village is expressed, possesses the quality of being a global integration of all the 
interlinked parts in the process as a whole, in such a way that a change in one of them affects them all. 
Basically, the culture consists of knowledge contents and rules of conduct socially learnt, amongst 
which we find the traditional motor expressions. In a general sense, culture as a characteristic 
generated by the human being participates in the processes of cultural transmission and in the contact 
between groups of different cultures. In this context, and as if it were a case of another specie within 
Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution (which states that only the strongest survive), we would 
find that the passing of time and the growing number of relationships between individuals and diverse 
cultures have dragged the traditional motor expressions towards the strict regulation of statutory 
rules and have as their only objective the universality of the activity. In the same way, modern sport 
will entail the unification of rules, equipment, playing fields and the systematic practice of certain 
aspects of the activity to improve performance. It is for that reason that it is necessary to remember 
that culture does not belong to the groups that enjoy it, nor to the others who showed no interest in 
spreading it, because culture is some- thing that is inherited and for that reason it has to be passed 
on. From this perspective, one cannot consider the traditional motor expressions as survivors of 
past times, but as an experience of the present with their own meaning. 

In our contemporary society the superiority of the modern sports is patent, even if, a deeper analysis of 
them and of the traditional motor expressions would bring us to recognise that significant advantages 
in their practice do not exist in one or the other, as fundamentally, the essential difference that 
exists between them is that the former are spread and promoted more, which naturally means that 
there is less demand socially for the latter. Faced with this outlook it has been necessary to look for 
the official recognition that these games and sports deserve, in the form of sporting associations 
and federations, in an attempt to convert them into an alternative to modern sports in certain 
sectors. Institutionalisation alone is not enough for them to really be a testifying element of culture. 
For that reason it will be necessary to investigate the real value of these traditional activities in the 
social context in which they have unfolded in history and their interpretation nowadays to know how 
they have developed and what is the value of their practice, playing them to improve the knowledge of 
the material and social being. 

Although in the minds of many one encounters the idea that this series of expressions is to be found 
in decline, it is necessary to point out the anthropological and educational value that they have had in 
the human being throughout history, and to consider that it is the duty of everyone to enrich our 
ethnology and popular traditions, in as much as they are the creations of culture and the fruit of 
history, representing an authentic cultural patrimony. 
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