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Sports and Pastimes in Ancient India

{ Introductory Speech delivered by Dr. V. V.
Bedekar in the seminar on ‘Sports and Pas-.
times inAncicst India "held on 26 April 1997
af Thare, under the auspices of Instinure for
Oriental Study, Thane |

[ have great pleasure inwelcoming you
tothis daylong seminaron* Sportsand Paslimes
inancicnt India®, held under the auspices of the
Institute for Oriental Study, Thane,

We have been conducting sominars on
different facets of Indian culture, since 1982
This will be the twentylirst scminar in this
unimerrupted serics of seminars, We haveschol-
ars from different parts of the country, assem-
bled kere today, and there will aboul lwentylive
presentitions. | am sure thatwe will be richer in
knowledge by the end of the day.

Some of the greatest scientists of the
modern world, such as Kepler, Ampere, Dar-
win, Pasicur, Plank and Einstein have described
that, at the moment of discovery they felt the
same pleasurc and excitement that a child leels
while playing. Their admission reganding their
experience offers a valuable insight W umder-
stand the meaning and the philosophy regarding
play. Scientists fecl that the “impulse o play, °
whichcanalso be called *curiosity* or ‘explom-
tion impulse,” gives species and individuals an
advantage in the process of natural selection.
Bivlogists belicve that [ew species retain in
adult life their youthiul capacity for play,

| have been using the word *play”, and
all scholars, scicntists and rescarchers [ind it
very difficult to use “games' and “sports” as
equally meaningful substilues for the word
*play . These words differ in their concepts and
meaning, and wing them as synonyms, leads 1o

Dr. V.V, Bedekar

confusion. repowned Prychosociologist MM.
Bousqust has doscribed play as follows

* Play is desire for that with which one
plays, not desire for something which one lacks
and [els one must obain, [tis desire for the here
and nuw, for the passing and the coming mo-
ment. In other words, play is pure appetite for
living, not for this or that type of lile made
desirable by fashion or habit, but for things as
they are, forlifeas itis. ** He furtherstales, * the
more play is authentic- as in the case of an
absorhing children’s game- the mare the player
fecls freed from the contingencics of all kinds.
Play In wially grawitous and, as the German
phitosopher Eugen Fink has remarked, *it Is an
aasis of happiness in the desert of so called
serious life."

Play is difficult to define. Play demands
nothing, play is innocence. Play is creativity.
Play ransmits no academic or social skills. [t
encourngesanacstheticappreciationof the world.
When the reason for playing is to win, the play
ceases o be a pastime or leisure. Today 's pames
and sports are the encmics of play. The en-
croachment of lechnology, advertising, and in-
Muence of mency have made sports increasingly
harsh and ruthlessly competitive.

Lecla and Kreeda are the two words
whichare close o the English word *play”, Only
English language uwses two words, game and
play; but the same concept in French, German,
Spanish and many other languages is described
by a single wond. If we want to understand the
{hilosophy, spiritand cultural dimension of our
Kreedis, Leelas, Vinod and  Utsavas, we will
have: (0 purge oursclves from the semantic infly-
ence of English language and colonial mindsets,

SHEETIEE Rw qf qu/e EEEEREEREINNE
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anly be undersiood by indianising our outfook.

Study of festivals, plays and games, is
is importantas thatofany sther compartment of
humanactivity, Encyclopaedia Brilannica men-
lions that ;

“The history of sports and games is a
part of the history of man as a social animal, his
interrelations withother individuals and groups,
his civilization amd cultore, and specially his
play.”

British, German, French and other
Western indologists, when they came inconlict
with this civilization, {rom cighteenth century
anwards, were sumprised Lo see a non-European
civilization with a highly evolved linguage,
philosaphy, social institutions, an and archibee-
ture, and trade and health systems, Though they
were aware of Greeo-Roman trdilion of spans,
arganisation of games for competitive pliy and
codificationof rules foreach game ok place in
Europe only in the nineteenth century. Sir
William Jones, the father of Indology, who
mitiated the study of languape and comparative
religion, had also observed, “If the Festivals of
the old Greeks, Persians, Romans, Egyptians
and Goths, coulil be arranged with exaciness in
the same form with the Indian, there would be
lound a striking resemblance among them; and
an atiractive comparison of them all might
throw light om the religion, and perhaps on the
history of primitive waorld.”

Ay compared to the other aspects of
cubture, exclisive texts regarding sports and
pastimes were not readily available (o the schol-
ars. The games of dice and hunting, as they were
dominant- myal games did attract them, but
other gamcs and pastimes i enjoved by the
people al lirge, went unnoticed. Unfortunately,
th Indiins, who by and large followed the

“tiom, a0 neglecicd
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Western studies of Indian culture and viviliza-
- dimension of culture,
Howtver Mr. A.S. Phadke, in 1938, published
his article “The Sportsm{}lm:snﬁu[mad!n
in Sanskril Literature® (The Prince of Wales
Saraswatl Bhavan Studies, Vol, 10, pp. 64-95,
published by Govl. Sanskrit Library, Varanasi,
1938). Mr. G. K. Shreegomlckar had earlier
presented & paper in the fourth Oriental Confer-
ence, ttled *Pole under the Chalukyas’ (Pro-
cecdings published in 1926, Vol 11, p.373-382,
Allahabad), Tribidnath Ray presented his paper
* The Indeor and Ouidoor Games of Ancient
India® n the third Indinn Tistory Congress,
{proceedings, 1939, p.241-261. Calcutia) Mr.
M. P. Joshi, Mr. KK, Raja, Mr. Om Prakash,
Narendri Jhi Shastr arc some others who have
contributed articles related o this subject. How-
ever, the scholarship had 1o walt for the exhaus-
tive work om this subject by that great scholar of
Sanskrit, Dr. V. Raghavan, whosc book “Festi-
vals, Sports and Pastimes of India’ was posthu-
mously published in 1979, The recent compre-
hensive publication ‘Physical Education in An-
cientIndia" by Mr. 5.H. Deshpande of Hanuman
Vyayum Prasarsk Mandali, Amaravati, was
completed in 1977, but was published only in
1992 We have paid 2 heavy price for this
neglect. All knowledge books relaed 10 this
subject. including Encyclopacdia of Sporis, ci-
ther have a cursory mention of this subject, or
have writienadversely. Forexample Van Dallen
ctal in their book *A World History of Physical
Educalion (New York, Prentice Hall Inc. 1953)
has given 4 most misleading accountof physical
education and social life in ancient India, The
author's obscrvations as referred Wby Mr. S.H.
Deshpande in his above cited ook (p.11) are as
foliows " The Hindus scek release from the harsh
vicissitudes of life through absorption inio the
greai ‘clermal spirit’ due o the causes such 38




debilimting climate, high mortality mie, pesti-
bence and poverty. They were essentially iner-
ested in educaling children 1o soek their plece in
the divine onder and fo preserve the caste system.
The emphasis was on the fulure life rather tian
the presenl. The youngsiers wiere not inspired to
*geton inthe world' o 1o help their fellowmen”
of Lo #entily themselves completely with na-
tiopal goals. The enervaling climite sapped
their strength  andd they accepted a religious
philosophy  that  rejected  bodily
activity, This abnegation of Tife was in dirdel
opposition o the maintenance of health and
physieal vigor™,

C.A. Bucher in his book *Foundations
of Physical Education® (St. Louis : The C.V,
Muoshy Co, 1975, Tth ed.) repeated the same
storics and observed that, people of India are
highly religious, and they ignore the physical
rieeds and desires of the body, and concentrng
solely on spirital meeds, He also states that
Buddha prohibited games, amusements and ex-
crvises. However this prohibition penains to
monastic life, While Jatak Rathis are [ull ol
sport and pastimes including wrestling, hoxing
andd dancing. BB, Forst in his book “Physical
Education Foundations-Practices-Principles
{(London = Addison Wesley pub. Co. Inc. 14975)
refers 1o boxing, riding, hunting, dance, yoga;
but gives very lillle information on physical
education, EA. Rice in his ook *A brief Histo-
ry of Physical Education® (New York : A
Bames & Co. 1929) observed that, dut (o the
warm climate, people are indolent, dreamy and
speculative, He further writes that, Hinduism is
inimical to progress, individualily, sanitation
and physical education. "He goes ahead and
says thal, Indian history in sicrile as far as
athletic sports and physical education are con-
cerned. :

All the above mentioned observations
are ol only incorectand far from the truth; but
they are mischicvous. They have simply hor-
rowed from the earlicr writings of Indologists
and Sanskritisis, many of whom were missionar-
ies, and have echoed the same theories in their
wrilings on relighon and social life of anchent
Indians, The same source material is bormowed
by many Indian writers commitecd o alicn ideol-
ogy and intoxicled  with relormisi «cal, Only 4
prosperous, stable and harmonious society can
give birth 1o creative plays and pastimes, Social
historians must kike a note of these activities
enjoyed hy a society, and reflected in jts likera-
fure, V. Raghavan in his hook. while piving

account of Buddhist literature on sports &
pastimes, informs that, The Chandalas are re-
terred 1o a5 plaving with iron balls and Juing
acrobatics  on  poles.  Someshwara’s
“Minasollasaisliterally anencyclopaedic work
onscasonal pastimes and festivals, and mentions
many Vinodas and Kreedas,

While commenting on Someshwara V.
Raghavan in his book observed that, = The king
as 4 wise and popular ruler wses this occasion 1o
gather the forest dwellers, the Matangas and
Chandalas, enjoys (he Veena music for which
thiey are reputed, and distributes cash presenis o
them.

We also have descriptions of common
man's plays prevalent in different parts of the
couniry, (hough called by differed names, One
suchplay is Pariharapatha, which Buddhaghosha
describes as, a kind of hopping game played on
adiagramdrawnonthe groond, by boysand girls
using a poisherd, The game is Known as *Ekka-
Dukkain Bengal, *Pandi Sanitaka” in Tamil and
* Thikri’ (potsherd) in Maharahsira.

We have a lot o lcarn [rom our past. We
have to rediscover the true meaning of play, i.e.
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With Best Compliments From

MAHENDRA PRATAP SINGH (KSHATRIYA BHUSHAN), MANAGING DIRECTOR
Hon. Treasurer ;
Security Association of India &
Association of Exempted Security Guards Agencles
(Maharashtra)
Member :
World Association of Detective Inc.,
Chafrman :
Kuber Credit Co-op Society Ltd,, Mulund(E) &
Mulund Shri Ram Co-op Society, Mulund(E) &
Dnyaneshwar Darshan, Mulund(E)
Vice president : Akhil Bhartiya Kshatriya Mahasabha (Maharashtra)

1. M/s. ISPAC (INDIA) PVT. LTD., (Mostly senvices al Faclodes/Commercial
Establishments in Greater Bombay & Thane Dist)

2. M/s. BEST SECURITY & PERSONNEL SERVICES (INDIA) PVT. LTD.
{Services a1 Factories & Commercial Establishmen! outside Greater Bombay & Thane Dist)

3 M/s, BUILDING SECURITY SERVICES
at Residential Societies & open Plols etc. Greater Bombay & Thane Dist. Only)

Pravides security, detection, intelligence services, Body Guards and Gunmen efc. to various
lactories, Establishments, Offices, Residential Buildings/Bungalows, Open Plots, Religious
places in Greater Bombay & Thane Dist. and other parts of our couniry, since January 1974,

Also advises on Industrial Relations and Personnél Management.

CONTACT ADDRESS & TELEPHONE

HEAD OFFICE BRANCH OFFICE

4 & 5 Dnyanoshwar Darshan Fial No. 102/103 Everost Apl.
Adjacent to BMC Hospital Samarwani, Sivasa Masat Road,
Mahatma Phule Road, Mulund (East) Silvasa 390230

Mumbai 400 081. UuT.

Phone : 5605149/5615740/5640685 Phone : 02636-40890
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Sports & Pastimes in Anclent india

Letlaand Kreeda, which pive binth o creativity
and pleasure, Play is somcthing spontancous,
unorganised. Commercial and technological
presserc arc luming modern sports nto a
ruthless, competitive indistry. Violkenos and use
of drugs secn in loday's sports are inevitable
oulcomes of this approach. We, in our history
have the example of Dyuta which all wise
people have advived 1o resist the emplation of,

Your papers today, which reallyamount
10 time-travel, are going 10 be a Miting reply o
all these enfounded, unscicnlific and ignomnl
writings on the history of sports and pastimes in
Ancicat India.
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