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   CHAPTER – FOUR 

Socio-Cultural Context of Traditional Games, Sports, and 

Amusements in Twentieth-Century North Bengal 

 

This chapter focuses on the origin of North Bengal’s traditional games and discusses the 

socio-cultural significance of such games. It deals with one of the core hypotheses of the 

study that games should not be considered in them and hence, has the power to reflect 

different phases of the societies in which they are carried on. From this point of view, games 

may be considered as a prism through which the age-old norms of a given society can be 

reviewed. The notion that traditional games mirror real-life situations is the result of long 

ethnographic research by western scholars. Howsoever, it is not so easy to find out the 

original social context of a game; because games are one of the most archaic features that 

accompany human civilization. The huge gap in time and space makes the origin of the 

game more confusing. The only thing that can be helpful to know their origin is the games 

themselves. Through analyzing and scrutinizing these games minutely, we can arrive at 

their original socio-cultural and sacred background. In this chapter, exertion has been made 

to examine a few of North Bengal’s traditional games to trace their original functional 

significance as far as traceable.  

The importance of traditional games & sports lies in promoting cultural diversity 

along with cultural identities both at the local, national level, and even international levels, 

which is now strongly emphasized. Traditional games can form the backbone of a 

community, and UNESCO is driven to protect and promote these games to strengthening 

community spirit, bringing people together, installing a sense of pride in societies’ cultural 
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roots. Traditional games and sports are part of intangible heritage and a symbol of the 

cultural diversity of our societies. These are also efficient means to convey values of 

solidarity amidst diversity. It promotes a sense of inclusiveness and cultural awareness. 

U.N.E.S.C.O is currently implementing a pilot project to set up training camps to boost 

traditional wrestling sports for the youth of 22 African countries. Besides, traditional games 

and sports reflect on different cultural expressions and bridging cultures for a better mutual 

understanding. On the occasion of M.I.N.E.P.S (III), held in Punta del Este, Uruguay, in 

1999, the international community proposed that a significant action from U.N.E.S.C.O 

would initiate within its framework a plan to promote and preserve the traditional games 

and sports. The preservation and promotion of traditional games and sports is a fundamental 

contribution to the valorization of such an important and essential field for the intangible 

world cultural heritage. 

Most of the traditional games and sports, expressions of indigenous cultures and 

ways of life, contributing to the common identity of humanity, which has already 

disappeared, and those that are surviving are threatened of imminent disappearance and 

extinction, under the combined effect of globalization and harmonization of the rich 

diversity of world sports heritage. Traditional games and sports then become a term added 

value in terms of cultural comprehension and mutual tolerance both within the community 

of nations and therefore contribute to the edification of a culture of peace.  

The values that people achieve by playing these games are more when compared to 

the games that people play nowadays. Some of the values that people gain are that they are 

environment friendly, set up a chance to learn about our culture and history, It is suitable 

for all ages, so it increases the interaction between generations. Many modern games played 
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around the world have their origin in these traditional games; thus, there is a pride for North 

Bengal’s culture.i 

Traditional games are more useful than modern games in developing children’s 

skills. Modern games may indeed be, to some extent, beneficial for children to foster some 

skills. Games play a key role in children’s growth, especially of their overall abilities. In 

the technologically advanced society, children have more access to modern games 

currently.ii A game is not only designed for enjoyment but also as an educational aid. 

Games differ from professional work, which is usually carried out for remuneration or as a 

means to earn a living and from art, but forms being free from such constrain provides steps 

for aesthetic or ideological elements. However, it is also a fact that the distinction is not 

clear, and many games can also be considered as work. Key components of games are 

goals, rules, challenge, and interaction. Games generally involve mental or physical 

stimulation, and often both. Many games help in the development of practical skills and 

serve as a form of exercise and a tool for educational or psychological growth.  

Those who would chalk out a program for games & sports for the present generation 

should keep in mind more than one aspect. The planners not only keep their concern only 

with the present but also should be aware of the retrospective aspect of games & sports in 

the country they should mold it in such a way as to reap maximum benefit contributing 

nation's spirit as well as the interpretational spirit of the time. If all the people of the world 

wish to enjoy a full measure of personal liberty, freedom, and dignity and want to enjoy 

nature's bounty, then people have to participate in games and sports because they play a 

very vital role and prepare the younger generation for living in a world community. Games 

& sports encourage the development of healthy social attitudes. These provide a platform 
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for meaningful social interaction because sports and games are open to one and all and all 

participants with the spirit.  

Games and sports values like cooperation, friendliness, love of justice, love of truth, 

appreciating the contribution of others, etc., are essential for national and international 

integration. Games and sports have the potentiality of creating a new social order, a new 

ideology of cooperation rather than conflict and distrust. This helps in promoting better 

social adjustments and solving various social problems. Games and sports help to sustain 

interest in change and growth and transmit the same from one person to another person and 

from one generation to another. Games and sports help in securing, saving, and preserving 

the social and cultural history of the nation. They inculcate national and human values, 

respect for national culture, national history, and natural tradition, thereby paving the way 

to national integration. Participation in sports activities helps the growth of a well-balanced 

and well-adjusted personality. It enables a man to adapt to a new situation and environment. 

The sound programming of physical education, games, and sports act as a dynamic 

changing force- ever compromising with traditional thinking, attitudes, and habits.   

If all the people of the world wish to enjoy a full measure of personal liberty, 

freedom, and dignity and want to enjoy nature’s bounty, then people have to participate in 

games and sports because they play a very vital role and prepare the younger generation 

for living in a world community. Sports and games encourage the development of healthy 

social attitudes. These provide a platform for meaningful social interaction because sports 

and games are open to one and all and all participants with the spirit.  



 
183 

`  This chapter deals with one of the central hypotheses of the present study 

that most games did not originate as mere pastimes. On the contradictory, they are by and 

large the mimetic representations of certain important social functions related to the 

spiritual, magical, or divinatory practices of our ancestors. Games, therefore, cannot be 

dismissed as insignificant and childish as they replicate the collective attitude of the ‘non-

intellectual commoners’. The question of how and under what background traditional 

games originated holds the thread of the discussion of this chapter. Men are social beings. 

All their activities, their thinking, and their imagination; in a nut-shell, their whole lifestyle 

is shaped by the society they belong to. Games are also integral parts of human lifestyles 

and therefore have deep roots in society. By this, games have the power to adequately 

reflect different phases of the societies during which they are carried on. In other words, 

traditional games are like prisms through which the cultural and spiritual norms of a society 

can be reviewed. The study of people's cultures, along with their individual and collective 

ideas (as espoused by the Annalist historians), may help us to gauge the mental and 

psychological characteristics of groups of people at specified times and places.  

Unfortunately, systematic research has not been conducted so far on the society and 

cultural context of traditional games of North Bengal. The paucity of appropriate source 

material in this area remains the key problem. Nevertheless, depending on the available 

scanty secondary sources and analyzing the context of games, one can discern the social 

significance imbued in these games. The notion that some traditional games mirror real-

life situations had surfaced since the latter half of the nineteenth century riding on research 

by social scientists. Thinkers from varied disciplines such as history, anthropology, 

folklore, psychology, and others have come up with their prolific suggestions on the hidden 

significance of ‘child’s play’. In the field of history, the Annalists advocated for the 

rearrangement of history through the proper emphasis on the whole range of human 
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activities, including games. Tylor, a renowned anthropologist, envisaged traditional games 

to be potential data to reconstruct the cultural history of mankind. In his volume Primitive 

Culture, he holds that things that occupied an important place in the life history of grown-

ups in a primitive state became the play items of children in the period of civilization.  

“...thus the sling and the bow and arrow, which formed the still in the 

weapons of mankind in an early stage of existence, and are civilized reliance of 

savage tribes, have become toys in the hand's Children at the present day. Many 

games current in Europe and America are known to be sportive imitations of 

customs which formerly had a significant and serious aspect.”3  

Based on the comment of Tylor, it can be assumed that the games are mostly diluted 

versions of social customs of forefathers, and this transformation (from serious customs to 

games) took hundreds of years. 

In this context, the opinion of Stewart Culin, another ethnographer, grossly differs 

seems to be significant. Although Culin grossly differs from Tylor in the context of the 

geographical distribution of games,4 On the question of the social origin of games, he shares 

the view of the letter, in his article “The Value of Games in Ethnology (1894)”, he 

remarks.…many games were not only the products of primitive conditions but represented 

how man endeavoured to bring himself into communion and to penetrate the secrets of 

natural powers that surrounded him. Thus, we find that many early games were sacred and 

divinatory, and unless we can trace them to these conditions, we may he {be} sure that we 

have not obtained the clew {clue} to their origin.”5 

  From the ongoing discussion, we may conceive that games (at least some of them) 

are intimately associated with some serious aspects like religious beliefs and practices 

embedded with magical and divinatory significance. Noted folklorist Alice B. Gomme has 
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described games as objects of very remote origin. In her voluminous and valuable account, 

she has even attempted to construct a ladder by which games “descended from a long past 

stage of culture.”6 It is a common notion that children all over the world have the inherent 

expertise to mimic anything and everything that comes to the purview of their little world. 

Our individual experiences also show that the games children play have deep reflections of 

life surrounding them. In their playful moments, the children try to imitate different 

activities of day-to-day life. After their first acquaintance with the outer world, the children 

make rapport with the available elements near them”.7 Thus they find the bird, the butterfly, 

the flower, the frog, the cat, or even the moon as their dearest playmates of joyous moments. 

To be brief, the children personify every object they observe from dawn to dusk. In their 

make-belief world, they make sportive imitations of situations performed by the elders, 

which are otherwise inaccessible for them in real-life situations. For example, in his world 

of fantasy, a young child would imitate the policeman, but in real life, he would shy away 

from one. 

Absurdity or impossibility itself becomes absurd or impossible in the play world of 

the children. Based on this understanding of the child psyche of the present world, we find 

the same explanation for the playful behavior of children in the past. In historic and 

prehistoric times also, replicate the acts as ethnographers inform us, children used to their 

elders; particularly, the occupation of their seniors, which they were to follow in a few 

years. From this point of view, their games were role rehearsals for developing essential 

life skills.8 If we understand the logic behind a present-day child impersonating its parent 

with a mock computer or driving an imaginary car aloud, or cooking for its dolls with a 

towel wrapped around its (his/her) waist, it Would possibly not be too hard for us to 

imagine, how the children brought the practice of bow and arrow casting into their play 

world in an ancient phase of history. In the pages of history, there have been references 
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about the use of bow and arrow by the ancient people for hunting, offense, and defense, 

etc. So their children were closely familiar with this custom and playfully imitated it. The 

custom of the bow and arrow are not the only examples. Hundreds of other serious social 

customs slowly transformed (from custom or belief to child's play) in the same process as 

we have just seen in the case of bow and arrow.  

It is interesting to note here that unless the children are intimately familiar with a 

particular social custom or religious rite, they will not make it their subject of the play.9 For 

example, we do not find any direct replica of eroticism in the games of young children.10 

The explanation is easy. Little children have no direct knowledge of such intimate human 

relationships of the adults, and as they are not familiar with such relation, their game also 

does not represent such things. It is important to note here that eroticism may have its 

indirect presence in some traditional games, either in symbolic or in some obscure form. It 

is because the original custom from which the particular game developed might be 

associated with some sort of beliefs that reflect eroticism. The children, unaware of the 

essence of such custom, innocently adopted them into their play world. In the following 

part of our discussion, we have made an appropriate reference to the symbolic 

representation of eroticism in games. 

Our understanding of the foregoing discussion leads us to the conclusion that it was 

the children who imitated different customs and beliefs of the elder members of the society 

and then converted them into amusements. After the passage of considerable time, the 

original social, sacred or mystic essence of these customs dimmed into obscurity and 

morphed into the games played by the children and adults alike. This raises a pertinent 

question. Even after these customs became obsolete, how did they managed to survive in 

the games of the children, or for that matter, what was the motivating force that acted behind 

the continuity of these fossil customs from generation to generation? Gomme has identified 
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this force “as the dramatic faculty inherent in mankind”.11 So, through their innate 

dramatic impulse, children preserve particular obsolete customs and practices in their 

games.   

However, while studying the origin of indigenous games, we should keep in mind 

that the notion that games are the mimetic representations of earlier adult customs cannot 

be generalized. Otherwise, it will negate the very inventiveness of the children, which itself 

is a very forceful factor in the continuation of such games. Roger Caillois observed that 

along with mimicking adult customs into games, children have the power to create their 

pastimes according to the need of the hour.12 

We have a very interesting comment from Culin on the origin of games and their 

original authors: With knowledge of their sacred and divinity association, we need not 

concern ourselves with a search for the names of their creators or even endeavour to fix too 

closely the age of the people among whom they first appeared. They were the expressions 

of impetus common to humanity, and their form was a matter of circumstances and 

necessity.13 

The origin of games is, thus, an obscure area in the field of game research; because 

games are centers around human civilization for thousands of years, and it was not 

considered important to keep records of such things. Ethnographers inform us that games 

originated before the art of writing.14 The huge gap of time and space between the origin 

of a game and its documentation makes the origin of the game and more confusing. 

Historical sources, whatsoever, provide very marginal information and such a crucial 

condition; the only things that can be helpful to review the origin of games are the games 

themselves. Games, fortunately, lug along their history within themselves. Games are so 

expressive that minute examinations of a particular game lead us to its original social, 
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cultural, or sacred background. A humble attempt has been made through this study to 

examine a few of North Bengal traditional games to trace their original socio-cultural 

backdrop as far back as possible.  

Not only the games alone but the preliminaries associated with them, like the 

counting-out rhymes, too bear great antiquity. Before we start analyzing the social 

implications imbued in North Bengal traditional games, let us have a look at the hidden 

significance of the counting-out rhymes. The specific feature of these rhymes is that they 

belong to the realm of children, the youngest members of society. The counting-out rhymes 

are used at the very outset of a game to select a player to carry out some specific jobs as 

directed by the rules of the game. Before the game begins, the players stand in a circle (or 

in a line), and one player points to each of the other players in turn with the rhythm of the 

chanted rhyme, and him/she, on whom the last word of the rhyme falls is pronounced "out," 

i.e. eliminated from player left, who usually of exclusion is continued until there is only 

one the Bolton, is the duty in to play some undesirable and unenviable game. Unfortunate 

Newell and others inform us that in the United States, this Encyclopedia player is known 

as it and in Britain as 'He'. In the Britannica is known by we find that in many countries of 

the west ‘It particular players names like ‘wolf’ ‘devil’ or ‘leper’. In North Bengal to this 

called placed in mara (dead), chor (thief) dom (a class of people usually the lower strata of 

society and entrusted with the duty of assisting in funerals) among the Bodo tribe of North 

Bengal, this player is known as Budua (untouchable). The epithets by which this player is 

represented throughout the world foretell his/her unpleasant responsibilities in the game. It 

is worth mentioning here that however precarious his/her duties may be, the selection is 

final and bounding on the player who has to accept his selection gracefully and act 

accordingly.  
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After being acquainted with the process of selection of ‘It’ through the counting-

out rhymes, the social significance of these doggerels needs to be looked into. Counting-

out rhymes are in themselves can be an extraordinary and curious study. Gomme opines 

that these rhymes ‘contain the remains in the distorted form of some of the early 

numerals’.15 It is suggested that they originated in the superstitious practices of divination 

by lots.16 Bolton, in his canonic volume on counting-out rhymes, enlightens us about a few 

aspects of these rhymes. He ensures that these doggerels are the survivors of the universal 

custom of ascertaining an unknown fact by casting lots.17 The casting of lots was a very 

ancient practise among primitive people. It was used as a means to resolve important social, 

political, or religious questions that were thought to be otherwise unsolvable by human wit 

or reason, and hence lot-casting was considered as an appeal to the almighty to solve such 

queries. 

Bolton has assessed some purposes of lot casting, which may help us to review the 

background of these rhymes. The following is a quotation from his book: Lots were used 

to decide measures to be taken in battles, to select champions in individual contests, to 

determine the partition of conquered or colonial land, in the division of the spoil, in the 

appointment of magistrates and other functionaries, in the assignment of priestly offices, 

and in criminal investigations where doubt existed as to the real culprit. The casting of the 

lot was often associated with religious ceremonies of the most solemn character and has 

been used as a means of selecting victims for human sacrifice in the horrible practice of 

pagan savages.18 

In the context of the remark of Bolton, the peculiar North Bengalese epithet of the 

‘It’- mara - seems to hold meaning. Mara is the Bengalese synonym for dead. Hence, it may 

be assumed that this epithet is probably associated with the fateful victims of human 

sacrifice or capital punishment in some distant past. A similar backdrop may be imagined 
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in the case of chor (thief), another term to indicate the ‘It’. Thus the whole process of 

counting-out a single player may be viewed as the repetition of the old drama of selecting 

a victim or a criminal through a lot.   

If we further look into Bolton’s explanation and accept his argument that the lot-

casting ceremonies were originally conducted by the priests and the results were accepted 

as the expression of the divine will,19 then the reason behind the benevolent submission of 

the counted out player becomes clear to us. It has been mentioned already that even after 

being fully aware of his/her unpleasant role in the game, the player seldom concerned 

objects to it. The psychology that works behind such behavior is that after observing 

numerous peer instances since his/her infant stage, the player unknowingly presumes that 

his role as Mara or chor or dom is a part of divine sanction, and hence there comes no 

question of objection. The unintelligibility of the doggerels or rhymes chanted during the 

counting-out further increases the mysticism of the process in the mind of a child. 

On a close examination of the North Bengal counting-out rhymes,20 it is observed 

that in some particular rhymes (e.g. “humu humu deka dumu kacur patar thara lou /el 

khabuna bel khabu,/ dhapash dhupush Kil khabu”21) majority of the words appear to be 

mere gibberish without a meaning. Can we assume that these un-meaningful rhymes are 

then haphazard creation of the children themselves? This question brings another query to 

the forefront. Whether or not the rustic illiterate children (or even school-going children of 

the same age group) develop the capacity to compose rhymes in rhythm, however gibberish 

it seems to be outward? The answer to both these questions appears to be negative. We find 

a better solution in the writings of Paul G. Brewster. He enlightens us that the un-

meaningful rhymes/words are ‘either archaisms or unintelligible corruptions {sic} of 

words still in current use’'22. Reviewing the works of Bolton and other western scholars 

working on this field, he further suggested that the counting-out rhymes of the west contain 
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“fragments of Latin prayers from the Middle Ages, phrases from Masonic rituals, bits of 

incantations and spoken charms, words from the gypsies Romany, tinkers slang, and the 

professional jargon of strolling mountebanks”.23 Thus, although some of the counting-out 

rhymes superficially seem to be un-meaningful or gibberish, ‘under new lights (they) 

become significant and rational’.24  

Considering the suggestions of Brewster in the context of we too find some words 

used in the counting-out rhymes of this region that may have originated in the form of some 

magical charms. For instance, we may point out the use of the word ubu/abba/aba in a 

particular counting-out rhyme (e.g. ubu, das, bis, tris, challis, Panchas, Sathi, Sattar, Ashi, 

Nabboi, Eksha). The word ubu, however, has no specific etymological meaning. Besides 

the counting-out process, this word has been widely used by children in chasing games. It 

is believed that the discussion of the word ubu or aba gives a temporary respite to a player 

from his chaser. It is not in the ethics of the game to touch the player (to make him out) 

after he spells out the magic word. Children also extensively use abba in their everyday 

communication. It’s interesting to note when a child utter Aba Aba twice to undo his 

previous (foul) action or to refresh an unpleasant comment or remark that slipped out of 

his/her tongue. Thus we may observe the essence of prohibition associated with this word. 

Therefore it may be assumed that ubu or aba is a code word symbolizing some preventive 

magic.  

This assumption finds more validity when we consider the fact that from ancient 

times the people of North Bengal were famous or rather infamous for their magical 

prowess. This conclusion, however, brings a very general question to our mind. If the North 

Bengal people were so proficient in magic and if ubu is a magic word, why the word is 

popular only among the children and not among the mature members of the society? The 

answer is not far to seek. Firstly, ubu probably is the legacy of some preventive magic 
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charm. The original charm may not have existed in the present context. Even if it exists, its 

content is not public as it is a known fact that the magic charms and other related objects 

are jealously guarded by their custodians. On the other hand, no matter how sacred a 

particular ceremony or how strong the taboos surrounding it may be, it is sure to have its 

counterpart in the game of the children.25 Because, besides being clever imitators with a 

photographic memory, the children are the warmest friends of customs and tradition. “With 

changes of time, the original rituals and ceremonies may pass away... but the children, who 

are conservative, may retain and continue them till it may be difficult to trace their 

origin.”26 It is probably not worth elucidating that the same observation is applicable in the 

case of ubu too.  

Hau du du is a widely popular game not only among the people of North Bengal 

but among other Indian tribes as well. It is undeniable that this game appears to be a 

prototype of modern Kabadi, particularly based on its play-pattern and procedure. The 

extent of popularity of the game indicates that the game had a distant history, and it emerged 

out of a common historical past or social context. To some extent, the game of Hau reflects 

the incessant conflict among the warring tribal clans of a primitive age. Some historians 

observe the war strategy of early men in this game. This view asserts that the hau khel is 

the manifestation of the ancient mode of combat through raid and ambush.27 Both raid and 

ambush being the two integral parts of this game, such an assumption seems to unfurl the 

antiquity of this game in the right direction. However, there are many other aspects in this 

game that lead us to the depth of a socio-historical perspective embedded in this popular 

game. Interestingly, sports historian Ashim Das uses this game to explain how serious 

research can excavate relevant social implications of a particular game. He represents this 

game as reminiscent of conflict among ancient clans for the encroachment of land. He 

views the two opposing sides of this game as two warring clans, the two courts as their 
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respective territories, and the dividing line between the courts as the no man’s land between 

the territories of ancient races.28  

The game continues until all the players of a side become dead (mara). Here also 

we discern a particular primitive belief. Unless all the members of the rival clan die, a clan 

cannot possess their land. It is also to be noted that in primitive warfare, the object was to 

knock down and kill as more than of enemies as possible rather than capture prisoners.29 

Further, in the case of rivalry, the issue of taking revenge was a must. ‘Eye Tor an eye’ was 

the usual concept of revenge in primitive societies. Scoring revenge was considered to be 

an august duty of every Clan member and was carried on generation-wise. The Idea of law 

courts, punishments, etc., is notions that developed eventually.30 That is why, in this game, 

too, we find that to win the game, the party has to eliminate the members of the rival group 

first. In this way, it mimics some deciding confrontations of bygone ages. 

Das draws our attention to another very interesting feature of this game. While 

raiding in hau, the raider cannot change his breath. He can only exhale. To prove this, he is 

to sing a game-song for all the time he is in the enemy’s territory. Game-song, thus, is an 

integral part of the game. If the rival players detain him and force him to change his breath 

in their marked arena, the raider is considered dead. Thus we notice that proper breathing 

is the pivotal aspect of hau du du game. E.B. Tylor enlightens us that prehistoric men had 

a deep faith in the concept of the human ‘soul’. For them, breathing was the symbol of the 

soul.31 Moreover, our traditional Yogic practices also teach us that breathing adequately 

comforts prana, synonymous with soul or Atma. In a game of hau du du, the raider has to 

sing a game-song continuously, signifying life’s continuity. 

The deep belief of the ancient men in the rebirth or transmigration of the soul gets 

reflected in the game of hau du du. When a player dies or loses his chance during offence 
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or defence, the rule of this game allows life to an already dead player in the opposition 

team. Since the dawn of civilization, men have perceived that the human soul defies the 

law of mortality, and after one’s physical death, the soul does not perish along with the 

body. Instead, it reincarnates and transmigrates to another body. This primitive conjecture 

was tied to the feeling that the soul of a slain enemy would take rebirth as one’s clan 

member. The spirit of vengeance, thus, increased significantly, as these early men sincerely 

believed that the fatalities in the enemy camp would certainly strengthen their rank through 

new births. 

Fig.4.1. Photograph collected by Researcher  

In a very simple way, the hau du du Khel represents this ancient belief of our 

predecessors. It has already been stated that in this game, the game-songs play an essential 

role.  

Putul Khela is an interesting form of amusement among children of all ages. The 

term Putul is a synonym for toy or doll. The discovery of many Putuls made of terracotta 



 
195 

and metal in the Indus Valley proves the antique origin of toys. It is, of course, a fact that 

toy playing by no means matches the format of the game suggested in this study. It falls 

into the category of amusement or play (Dhemali), which lacks both rule and result. 

Nevertheless, considering the extent of its popularity, wide geographical distribution, and 

ancient origin, it is essential to review its social context. 

 
Fig.4.2. Photograph collected by Researcher 

The Oxford English Dictionary defines a toy as 

“a thing of little or no value or importance, a foolish or senseless affair, a 

piece of nonsense, a material object for children or others to play with (often in 

imitation o Some familiar object); a plaything; also something contrived for 

amusement rather than for practical use”.           

 In the popular sense also, the toy has little importance. However, the worldwide 

research on toy Culture enlightens us with a different picture. It reveals that toys are 
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anything but a piece of nonsense. That has been suggested by many experts in this field 

that the Putuls or toys are more significant than what they appear to be. They are pregnant 

with symbolic meanings and values. Through these so-called childish play-items, larger 

cultural patterns of a society may be traced32. Thus, scholars believe that toys did not 

originate as articles of amusement. Rather, it had some serious significance in the social 

and ritualistic practices of early men. It has been posited that toys were associated with the 

fertility-centered magical rituals of early pastoral societies.33. In India also toys were used 

in the expectance of children and good harvest. There existed an inner significance between 

the expectation of children and harvest. It seems that the early people perceived the earth 

as feminine energy. For them, earth and femininity are identical as both had the power to 

reproduce. They earnestly believed that the earth became fertile in the same way as a 

woman did. Therefore, to make the field fertile, they used to perform various imitative 

magical rituals. On this point, the remark of Frazer seems to be very appropriate. He writes, 

“These two things...food and children, were what men chiefly sought to procure by the 

performance of magical writes for the regulation of the season”.34 Under such a mental 

and psychological backdrop developed the fertility cult.  

That the toys in India were largely connected with the fertility customs is proved by 

the discovery of some Harappan toys made of terracotta and metal. These figures of dogs, 

bullock carts, whistles, etc., were distinctly made for child play. However, there are certain 

other figures which can by no means be placed in the realm of amusement of children. 

Their nudity, erotic postures, etc., easily draws our mind to ascertain their relation with 

some fertility generating rites of Contemporary ages.35 In a seal of the mother goddess, the 

goddess was represented in a nude form, and a sapling was seemed to protrude from her 

female organ. Regarding the symbolic and magical significance of toys, Beresin remarks  
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“Stones can be toys, but clearly not all stones are toys, and dolls certainly 

can be toys, yet we cannot assume that every small doll-like human figure is a toy. 

The oldest of what now we recognize as toys...may have been utilized for medical-

religious or healing purposes in one context and then used either for reenactment 

or parody when placed in the hands of a child.”36.  

Thus, we may see that the images or figures which were once meaningfully used 

for varied purposes in reproductive or other magical rites lost their original significance as 

time passed on and they were carried to the play-house by the children. In this process of 

transformation from magical objects to play items, the signs of nudity and other erotic 

symbols gradually diminished from these figures, and they became innocent play partners 

of numerous young generations. The relation between toys and fertility cult becomes 

clearer when we find that, in Europe, people used to make effigies of different types in the 

pre and post-harvesting festivals. The 'harvest mother' of Germany, the 'corn queen' of 

Bulgaria, the ‘harvest queen’ of Austria and England, the ‘corn maiden’ of Scotland, etc., 

are few examples of this ancient entente.37 Moreover, it has been estimated that the number 

of female toys is twelve times higher than their male counterpart throughout the world. This 

estimation also, though indirectly, indicates their association with the mother cult.38 

  In North Bengal also there is an abundance of fertility-centric harvesting and other 

seasonal festivals. Interestingly, in these festivals, we do not find direct use of Putuls or 

replicas such as the European ‘harvest queen’ or ‘corn mother’. However, symbolic 

presentation or use of toy-like objects in different shapes and forms may be identified in 

these festivals. 

 Cowry Game39 that is one of the most important ancient games played in 

Cowry is a sea shell of small shape. Cowry game is played with or without aboard. 
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Generally, four to five cowries are used in a game, and the points of a particular player are 

determined by how many cowries fall on the board facing obverse or reverse sides. At one 

time, Cowry was probably a seasonal game, and the North Bengalese ladies played Cowry 

during Bohag Bihu in expectance of adequate rain. Cowry’s game impresses us with several 

points of interest. Besides being a plaything, cowries had various other uses in Bengalis 

society. Cowry was the lowest monetary unit in Bengal, even during the early years of the 

colonial period. The Bengalese proverb mor hatat phuta cowry etao nai (I do not have even 

a single worthless cowry) proves that the cowries were the lowest monetary unit. Powdered 

cowries were used as a medicine in North Bengal. Phuta (pierced) cowries (which were 

valueless otherwise because of the piercing) were used as amulets for the newborn.  

Apart from these, Cowries’ had been widely used for sacred and divinatory 

purposes. Cowries seem to be an integral part of North Bengalis marriage rituals. In some 

parts of North Bengal, the newly married couples play cowries to increase intimacy. Now, 

It may be said that marriage is altogether nothing but a fertility ritual, and the wide use of 

cowries in marriages indicates that cowries have their origin with the fertility-centered 

beliefs of ancient men. Further, it has been already mentioned that the North Bengalis ladies 

played Cowry during the marriage in the expectance of adequate rain. Rain is also indirectly 

associated with fertility. The apparent appearance of Cowry, i.e. its resemblance to the 

female organ, may also lend support to this view. This game is popular by yet another name 

da-pasi. This name is undoubtedly the corruption of dah (ten) and Pachis (twenty-five), 

both being the second-highest and highest throws of the game. As a game, da-pasi or Cowry 

is addictive and at one time was probably associated with divination, an ancient form of 

fortune-telling. Cowry shell divination is a worldwide practice.40 Elucidating the 

underlying objects of such types of games which are associated with divination, Stewart 

Culin remarks,  
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Fig.4.3. Photograph collected by Researcher 

Fig.4.4. Photograph collected by Researcher 
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“One or all they appear as aids in that instinctive process of classification 

by which humanity endeavored to establish the connotation of unrelated facts, as 

the devices through which the gods or cosmic forces might be led to reveal the 

unknown or hidden relations that exist between man and his environment.”41  

In North Bengal, Cowry shells are still largely used for fortune-telling. The North 

Bengal proverb dah Bulile dah, Pasi Bulile paşchi also indicates some magical or 

divinatory association of this game as in the already mentioned case of counting-out 

rhymes. 

  Like the Cowry game, the Bhata-Guti or Tin-Guti game is also a very ancient 

Bengalis. In the writings of Srimanta Sankardeva and Madhabdeva, we may find a 

reference to ‘Bhata’. In this game, the players make a niche on the ground called Khubali 

or ‘Khubli’. The Bhata-Guti (small piece of wood or bamboo) is placed over the Khubali, 

and then one player strikes the Khata-Guti with the help of the ‘dang’ (a long stick with 

one end pointed) in his hand over the head of the opponents. Ashim Das has associated this 

game with fertility beliefs.42  

The belief that fertility may be achieved through the union of male and female 

forces seemed to be reproduced through this game symbolically, If we accept the Khubali 

(the hole) and the dang (the long bamboo stick) as the symbols of female and male organs 

respectively, then the Bhata Guti (the small replica of the dang) may surely be assumed as 

the outcome or product. The pan-Indian existence of this game fixes the origin of this game 

to a distant past when people believed earth and woman as identical elements and assumed 

that earth becomes fertile the same way as a woman does. This antique origin of the Bhata 

Khel points to an interesting aspect that this game was a part of some serious sacred ritual 
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embedded in the fertility cult. As the centuries rolled by, it lost its spiritual significance and 

remained among cow-herds as an insignificant pastime.  

Fig.4.5. Photograph collected by Researcher 

Marble is an enthralling game played by young and old alike. Even to the last 

quarter of the twentieth century, youngsters were seen mesmerizingly busy with their 

marble games in every nook and corner of North Bengal; almost all children, particularly 

the boys, had a huge collection of marbles of which they were proud and possessive; it was 

their prized treasure. Although marble is considered a modern game, presumably hailing 

from the west it is not. In India, clay marbles were found in the Harappan culture. The 

rounded small-shaped balls were called marbles’ only in the eighteenth century when these 

were made out of marble chips. The game of so-called marble, as the Encyclopedia 

Britannica informs us, dates back to antiquity. The earliest marbles were hand-made with 

baked clay and stones. Early people also used sea-rounded pebbles, polished nuts, and fruit 
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pits. There is a lack of sources to tell us where and when this game originated. However, 

archaeologists dug up small balls of clay and stones all over the world.  

Fig.4.6. Photograph collected by Researcher 

 

Literary records of the Greeks and the Romans inform us about their two-thousand-

year-old acquaintance with the game. Even Roman emperor Augustus in his childhood 

played this game. Marbles were discovered in the tomb of Tutankhamen (1341 BC 1323 

BC), the young pharaoh of Egypt. The Aztecs also played a form of marble. Shakespeare, 

in his drama Twelfth Night, mentioned a marble game called ‘cherry pit’.43 Peter Brueghel, 

the famous Flemish painter of the 16th century, depicted children playing marbles in his 

painting ‘Children’s Game’ (1560). Thus it seems that the marble game dates back to 

antiquity. 
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Many scholars, including W. W. Newell, Joseph Strutt, etc., have directly or 

indirectly traced the origin of this game to Rome. From Rome, this game traveled to Britain 

and other corners of Europe along with the Roman Legion, and the British spread this game 

throughout their empire all over the world. However, this theory of nineteenth-century 

Scholars is not flawless. We have evidence to prove that in India, the Aryans played a game 

Similar to marbles more than three to four thousand years ago.44 Piggott (1910-1996) has 

observed a similar type of this being played with polished nuts in the Himalayan district of 

Kangra. After keenly observing the play pattern of this game by the tribal children of 

Kangra.45 Piggott significantly remarked that the nuts used in this game were probably the 

earliest models of latter-day dice, the main paraphernalia of gambling in the modern age.46 

The remark of Piggott may be substantiated through indirect observation. Although 

extremely popular among the players, the game of marble was despised by the guardians 

all over the globe as a game played only by delinquents, and hence they tried their best to 

restrict their child from indulging in marble play. This is true even in the case of this 

restriction was mainly due to the feeling that the marble game induced a thrill of gambling 

among its players. Considering this fact, we may posit that Piggott was right in his 

observation to call this game a prototype of gambling games. 

Until now, we have discussed the antiquity of the game of marbles and tried to 

review its existence in different historical periods in different corners of the world. 

However, in the context of reviewing its social significance, we have to look upon the rules 

of playing this game. Like many other games, this game is also played with varied rules 

throughout the world. The more popular and common game, possibly the oldest. In such a 

popular pattern of the game in North Bengal, the children would dig a hole in the 

playground with the help of their toes and then throw their marbles to the hole from a 

distance of about six to ten feet. The distance varies according to the expertise of the 
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players. The player whose marble comes closest to the hole gets the first chance to strike 

the marble of the opponent. First, he is to place his marble on the recess, and then with the 

help of his forefinger, he tries to strike the nearest ball of one of his opponents. If the player 

is successful in his attempt, he gets the ousted marble (or a replacement for it) and retains 

his strike.  

Ashim Das relates the origin of this popular game to fertility beliefs. In our previous 

discussion on Bhata Khela, it has already been mentioned that the shallow depression in 

the ground signifies a female organ, and attempts to place one nut or ball in it symbolizes 

the process of reproduction. It has also been stated that earlier men in ancient times 

earnestly believed that women and land become fertile in the same way. This was probably 

because after graduating to a higher level of civilization, these men unmasked the mystery 

of child-birth but were surely ignorant about the science of natural vegetation. So, to make 

the soil more and more productive, these men performed some imitative magical rites that 

symbolized the sexual activities of human beings. Thus, the game of marbles also may be 

viewed as the mimicking of one of such magical performed for fertility.  

Girls of different age groups usually play guti game. There may be single or 

multiple participants. Small stone or pebbles called ‘Guti’ are nicely arranged on the 

ground. These Gutis are to be picked up or to be moved from one place to another in a pre-

determined sequence with the help of the fingers of the player. While moving the Gutis the 

girl player is to demonstrate through posture various household activities such as cleansing 

of house and cowshed, bringing water, preparing meals, etc., one by one. Further, she is to 

sing the correct song for each activity.47 The player is to be very cautious while playing this 

game, for if by mistake she touches a wrong Guti or a Guti slips out of her hand, or she 

recites the song related to the game incorrectly, she loses her chance in the game. This game 

seemed to acquaint young girls with the chores that they will eventually have to perform as 
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mature women. Girls were married at a very young age, and then they were to bear the 

responsibility of carrying out all the household chores. This game demands high patience 

and alertness of the players because, in real life, boaris (daughters-in-law) are not expected 

to make any mistakes in the house of their in-laws. It delineates the so-called “private” 

boundary of the woman in a patriarchal society.  

In one sense, this game may also be viewed as a part of fertility beliefs. Frazer 

maintains that in certain parts of the world, rituals in expectance of the child are performed 

by throws and movements of small stones.48 This game probably is related to certain 

magical rituals. The exclusive participation of girls in this game also indirectly lends 

support to this view. Proper philological research on the game songs (which are outwardly 

almost unintelligible) of Guti Khela may give us more information on this game’s original 

background. 

Among the Bengalese traditional games, the board-games from a major category 

board-games are played on permanent or makeshift boards either with the help of pieces 

(Guti) or the dices. Here, we shall first deal with the games played with Gutis and then 

move towards the dice games. Games like daba, Solo Gutir Khela, Pacish Gutir Khela, 

Bhagbandi,49 etc. are the best example of Bengalis board games played with pieces of 

different kinds. In most cases, seeds and pebbles are used as Gutis. Only in the case of 

Daba(modern chess), notable places corresponding to a king(Raja), an elephant(Gaja), a 

horse(Aswa), and a ship(Nouka), with four footmen(Sainya), are used. These four pieces 

(excluding the king) represent the four crops of the ancient Indian army50. That is why this 

game was known in ancient India as Chaturanga (four limbs). Chaturanga or Daba, thus is 

an imaginative reconstruction of a battlefield between two hostile armies. The game 

requires strategy and foresight and provides excellent training in warfare. Historian Basham 

has given a very lucid account of the growth and development stages of this game and its 
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diffusion from India to Europe via Persia.51 The military strategy of early people may be 

seen through some other Bengalis board games, e.g. Solla Gutir, Khela, Pachis Gutir Khela, 

Baghbandi, etc.  Solla Gutir Khela is also known as Moghal Pathan Khela, an appellation 

that reminds about the historic conic between the Mogals (Mughals) and the Pathans in the 

medieval period. 

Fig. 4.7. Photograph collected by the researcher 

Murray is another universally acclaimed authority on the board game. His book The 

History of Board-games Other than Chess (1952) is still considered the best work in this 

field, even after half a century of its first publication. Dating the origin of board-games, he 

opines that these games originated when the 'newly civilized' men had earned the relative 

security of food and shelter. With their hard-earned leisure time, they experiment new 

forms of leisure with familiar objects, and in this process, board-games were eventually 

invented.52Various games now familiar across the world owe their origins in India, 

particularly chess, ludo (including ladders and snake), and playing cards. The well-known 
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epic Mahabharata narrates an incident where a game called Chaturanga was played between 

two groups of warring cousins.53` 

The origin of various sports is not known as they have travelled over centuries from 

generation to generation. They changed modifications over the years. Here are a few games 

that have entertained the brain and the brawn. The game of chess evolved in India and was 

called Ashtapada, from the Sanskrit word meaning eight feet. It was played with the dice 

on an 8x8 black and white checkered board. Afterward, this game came to be known as 

Chaturanga, literally four divisions of the military – infantry, cavalry, elephants, and 

chariot. The snatch was called elephants, chariots, horses, and foot soldiers like the Indian 

armies. It was mainly a game of chance where results depended on how well one rolled the 

dice. It was very different from the way modern chess is played today. In the Mahabharat, 

an incident is narrated by two groups of warring cousins, the Pandavas, and the Kauravas 

played a version of Chaturanga using a dice. It was a battle simulation game that delivered 

logistics and military-strategic moves. From ancient India, this game moved to Persia in 

600 AD and was named Shatra. Thus, the Sanskrit word Chaturanga evolved and changed 

into Shatranj, as it is still known today in the Middle East and Indian continent.54  

As mentioned earlier, there is another form of board-game which is played with 

dice. These games are also termed as games of chance as chance or fate play a deciding 

role in the outcome. Among all kinds of board games, games of chance are probably the 

oldest and most widely popular. Games like tash (playing cards), cowry, pasha, etc., are a 

few examples of chance games. It has already been mentioned that such games are 

generally played with single or multiple dice. Dice are the earliest random number 

generators with an ancient but obscure origin. Six-sided dice discovered in Indus sites give 

evidence to its antiquity.55 In ancient times dices were made of bones, seashells sea-shells 

(cowry), ivory, seeds, pebbles, etc. 
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There exists a notion that the winners of games of chance have received 

supernatural or magical aids.56 In our epic Mahabharata, we may find a similar assumption 

of divine interference in the game of pasha. Games of chance like tash, cowry, pasha, etc., 

are mostly associated with fortune-telling and gambling, which finally indicates their 

relation to the ancient beliefs of divination. To attest to this notion, we may quote Tylor: 

“Arts of divination and games of chance are so similar in principle that the very same 

instrument passes from one use to the other.”57 For instance, we may cite the example of 

playing cards which are used for both fortune-telling and amusement. Playing cards, which 

usually have fifty-two cards with four suits/varieties, corresponding to the fifty-two weeks 

of a year and tour seasons, may indicate some mystical origin of this game. We have already 

discussed the association of cowry with divination. Thus, it may rightly be assumed that 

most of the chance games are the sportive survivals of the ancient practice of consulting 

fate. A study of the social context of traditional games highlights various beliefs and 

customs of early, medieval, and even colonial Glimpses of primitive Customs associated 

with a fertility cult, totem belief, taboos, divination, military combat, marriage rituals, etc. 

which have otherwise disappeared centuries ago, thus, may be traced through traditional 

games.  

“It is not, therefore, too much to say that we have in these children’s games 

some of the primitive historical documents belonging to our race, worthy of being 

placed side by side with folktale and other monuments of man’s progress from 

savagery to civilization.”58 

Sports and games as cultural traits, particularly in North Bengal, have certain 

tangible elements. One of these is the utilization of respite, which had its origin and growth 

in the agrarian-economy infancy of Pre-British India. In British India, many traditional 

games were popular in rural North Bengal. Those games were the primary origin of 
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recreation for many boys and girls as well as adult males and females of rural North Bengal. 

The in-formal folk games in the rural culture were marked by a scarcity of 

institutionalization contact. These traditional folk games as pastime recreation have been 

played by specific communities within the narrow cultural circles of the rural societies of 

North Bengal in particular for a long time. The courage of those traditional games was mere 

satisfaction as recreational activities. The participants only got the pleasure while, in 

general, there was no special role for recreation leaders and spectators, and thus it worked 

as a method without reciprocation or encouragement.  

 The British came to India with their new model of economic, educational, and 

cultural norms. In Bengal, an important urban center like Calcutta was purposely selected 

by them for trade and commerce. The new city Calcutta in Bengal, as introduced by the 

British, had its influence on the traditional pattern of recreation, including traditional 

games, sports, and own operations. This may be defined as new types of induced 

institutionalized games that innovate to a large expand the passive non-induced games and 

sports of the earlier era. 

In twentieth-century British India, many indigenous games were popular in rural 

North Bengal. Those games were the main source of recreation for many boys and girls 

and adult males and females of rural North Bengal. Folk games were popular like traditional 

games, chiefly played in rural areas that were passed along from one generation to another. 

Such games are played for physical exercise and entertainment and at the same time to 

create a competitive environment. Traditional games are divided into three groups based 

on the ground in which the games were played: land, water, and sky.  Indigenous games 

Activity Characteristics Participants initiative following are the names of few such games- 

Ayanga-Nyanga, (the tiger and goat game) Boys & girls both. Baghbandhi (capturing the 
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tiger) Boys & girls both. Baucchi, Budikapati, Baubasanti, Budir-chu. (The old Lady) Boys 

& girls. Chikka (Tug and trip) Boys Chhadar Khela (Rhyming game) Boys & Girls both, 

Chhi-Chhattar (The kite and the cocks) Boys, Chungakhela (The crackers game) Adult 

men, Danguli, (Tipcat) Boys, Dariyabanda (Stealing the salt) Boys & Girls both De Pakhal 

(Turn him around) Boys & Girls both, Ekkadokka, Satkhela and Chiriya, Chada, Ghunti, 

Diga, Khopla (Hopscotch) Girls, Elating Belating (Hello, there!) Girls, Gaigodani 

(Tending the Cows Cowherds) Ghuntikhela (Game of dice) Girls, Golap-Tagar , Baurani, 

Chadan Khela  (Murshidabad), Tukatuki (Mymensingh (Blind game) Boys & Girls both, 

Gollachhut (Touch and Run) Boys & Girls both Flying pigeons Boys & Adults, Gulikhela 

(Game of marbles) Boys, Ha-du-du (Game of Tag) Boys & Girls both, Lukochuri (Hide 

and seek) Boys & Girls both, Kanamachhi (Blind bee; blind man's bluff) Boys & Girls 

both, Mogalpathan (Draughts) Boys & Girls both, Openti Bioscope (Round game) Girls, 

Rajar Kotal (king's constable) Boys Rumalchuri (Stealing the handkerchief) Boys & Girls 

both, Holdug Tag me in water Boys Jhappuri Khela Boys Lai Khela Find me out Boys 

Flying Kites Boys & Adults.    

 For the above-mentioned game, we would try to trace its effects on the life of the 

people as we know. While History is the story of the integration and disintegration of 

human aggregates, Society and Culture has been the tremendous integrating force in men.59 

The first characteristic of the culture is continuance. It comes from the past, adjusts itself 

to the present, and moves forward to shape the future.60. Where ever we go to India, we 

find certain norms of conduct accepted by a large section of the people. There is a lapse, 

no doubt, but they are considered a departure from approved behavior even by those guilty. 

If, for instance, we talk of activity as good as Children's Game in any part of India, most 

people will understand what we mean and accept the validity of the test. In a real sense, the 
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activity may not be a game at all, but the pattern of conduct intact by the ideal will be 

expected to be confirmed. 

Characteristically, games are mimetic. Not only are they reflective of contemporary 

social life, but they have also faithfully mirrored the lives of the people in ancient times.61 

In a good many local games, it is not altogether difficult to observe customs and manners 

of relatively past times. Even when an age ends to give way to new, the traces of the past 

continue to remain in the methods and practices of people, sometimes implicating them in 

poignant events of the human race, while at other times taking the form of heroic narratives 

worthy of being cherished down the ages.62 Gollachut Game; about four thousand years 

ago, the Indus Valley Civilization developed on the banks of the river Indus. The 

foundation of this civilization, as we know, was based on slave-labour. All we have of this 

civilization-building, well-planned drainage system, the great bath, etc. testify to the 

immense contribution of slave-labour on which the civilization had so heavily relied upon63  

Fig. 4.8. Photo collected by the researcher 
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Archaeological surveys reveal, among many other things, the presence of some 

huge farmhouses. Following this, a question inadvertently arises as to who were the people 

responsible for procuring and storing crops in the farmhouses. Taking a cue from historians, 

the answer is not hard to find: the slaves. Some discoveries claim that several small 

settlements dotting the overall urban texture of Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa have 

convincing signs of a parallel slave society and which existed, according to historians, as a 

crucial determinant of the civilization concerned.64 

From the perspective of labour in the History of urban civilizations, the local 

Rajbanshi game of North Bengal, Gollachhut, and demands special attention. The game 

precisely records the condition of the lives of the slave-labour hitherto unrecorded in 

History. Taking place in a wide-open field, Gollachhut requires two teams in opposition to 

each other, with eight to ten members in each four teams. A big circle is drawn, a hole is 

dug in its middle, and in the hole is planted a stick or rod or some structure of a similar 

shape. The boundary lies at a distance of about 20-22 yards away from the circle. A member 

of a team stands holding or touching the stick positioned within the process. While 

maintaining the hand of the exclusive member touching the stick, the remaining players 

form a sort of fence, and then all the members start revolving around the circle. The member 

whose hand gets slipped from the chain during the process of revolution, or to put it 

differently, the member who gets separated from the group in the act of the specified ritual 

attempts to run towards the prescribed boundary to touch it; and the moment she/he 

succeeds in it, a point is scored immediately in his/her name. This is, however, not a simple 

business. The detached member, if touched by any other member of the opposition before 

she/he reaches the prescribed limit, is deemed disqualified. Usually, when the player runs 

to touch the boundary to secure a point s/he, as part of the decorum of the game, chants a 

rhyme or goes on making intermittent hum65. 
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There is no doubt that the game Gollachut has significant parallels to the method of 

grinding crops precisely in the times of the Indus Valley civilization. Archaeological 

sources reveal that the huge farmhouses of the time were, but circular, and bricks were used 

in their construction. The diameter of the circular farmhouse was about ten feet. A pit used 

to feature in the middle of the circle, and it was placed a big Haman. It was by the Haman 

that the crops were ground to make flour. In many ways, the Haman, with its great 

dimensions, refers to the stick/rod in Gollachhut planted in the middle of the circle. The 

circular premise made up of bricks is reminiscent of the etched circle of the game. The 

game members who make a human fence around the process share their identity with the 

guards of the big farmhouse.66 That the slaves had to continue performing their task 

ceaselessly and that without respite is somewhat clear in the way an exiled member in the 

game is brought back to form part of the human fence constituted by the members 

themselves67. The boundary, the touching of which ensures the victory of the member, 

corresponds to the same line which had existed beyond the local administration of the time. 

Since the local power held no sway in that particular region, that region, therefore, came to 

be associated with hopes of freedom and liberation for the slave-labourers. On a different 

note, Wheeler observes that the purpose of deploying guards at the outward limit of the city 

was to forcibly hinder any movement of the slaves’ escape.68 

Now a question arises: to what extent is the above-mentioned logic of continuity or 

direct reproduction of the practices in a different Spatio-temporal form possible and 

consequently tenable? How safe is it to conclude that the historic rituals of grinding in the 

huge farmhouse find their formal equivalent in the game? The answer to this has to be 

found along logical lines since no written documents are available.69. In the past times, the 

task of grinding was indeed carried out with instruments like Haman or Shil-Nora, but to 

argue that Gollachhut is directly imitative of this practice is but to miss the truth in its 
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entirety. Even today, the same practice is prevalent in parts of Kashmir and Bengal, but 

what is conspicuously missing in such practices is the presence and acknowledgment of 

slave-labour. Since we no longer live in a slave society, it is difficult to account for such 

practices in terms of slave labour, and following the same logic, if slaves do not exist today, 

then the question of guards that seems to inevitably follow from the condition of labour is 

rendered inconsequential and meaningless.70 Thus to conceive of immediate relation 

between actual historical practices and their uncritical extension in a game is but a naive 

gesture, deficient of rigorous historical examination. Controversies and debates concerning 

the question, therefore, abound.71 

However, in the meantime, another question erupts: is it not at all possible to 

account for the existence of labour following the times of the Indus Valley Civilization? If 

that is possible, would it be too far-fetched to understand the grinding system in that case? 

If the explanation of labour is possible, isn't it rational to conclude that Gollachhut is a 

direct imitation of the phenomena? Long after the example of the Indus valley civilization, 

the system of slavery did exist, but in any case, it is challenging to conclude decisively that 

crops were ground in the same way, given the scant exponent. Besides, even if it is assumed 

that the same method of grinding prevailed in post-Indus Valley times, it is not entirely 

logical to deduce that Gollachhut is its direct and continuous manifestation. In certain 

regions, Gollachhut is alternatively known as Gangachhut, for in such places, the outward 

limit/boundary of the game is called Ganga. However, the only difference is that the outer 

limit or Ganga is rectangular instead of being circular as in previous cases. 

Stuart Pigot, A. L. Basham, Kundagovinda Goswami, H. More, and a host of other 

experts in the field have pointed out-migration of the Indus people towards the East and the 

South after the decline of the civilization. Both of these regions were located outside the 

Aryan circle. It is now considered that perhaps the slaves of the time tended to move outside 
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the urban civilization to the East and the South as mentioned above. It is also probable that 

the labourers might have at some time escaped settling on the banks of the Ganges in the 

hope of being free, and especially because the Aryans could not exercise their power in 

such places. Thus what can, through this, be possibly concluded is that over the ages, the 

game underwent profound Spatio-temporal transformation until it came to be known and 

associated with the lives of the peoples (living on the banks of the Ganges); as Gangachhut? 

It has previously been stated that as part of the decorum of the game, the members 

are obliged to hold their breath for some time while uttering certain words as is done in the 

match Hadudu; or else the ritual of chanting a rhyme is followed. Let us take an example 

of rhyme from Faridpur: 

Gol Gol Bonye 

Khedu Aano . 

There is a definite implication of forcing the labour back to his work in the phrase 

Khedu Aano Tanye. In many places, Gollachhut has lost many of its rhythmic variations 

and what is, therefore, done today is merely the mechanical repetition of some words72: 

Golla Golla Chhote 

Sonar Golla Chhote. 

The slaves desperation for escape does not stand clear in the dull repetitions and 

mumblings that have come to be related to the game in the present day. This is, however, 

not unnatural, for the more a game moves far away from its socio-political background, the 

more the possibility of its erasure from local public memory. The game in the present day 

connotes nothing more than an exercise in pleasure for children. With time, new elements- 

social, political, etc. –will be added to it until the original element is so much relegated to 

the background as to become almost culturally unintelligible. For instance, in many places 
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nowadays, the ritual of planting a stick/rod in the center of the circle has evaporated. This 

has been substituted by a practice where the head of the members marks his presence by 

attaching his ankle to the hole/pit. This signifies that the grinding Haman has already 

departed from local imagination, and the more time advances, the more the game will find 

itself stripped off from its originality, given only to contingency and random adaptability. 

Ekir Mikir/ Ekri Mikri game; this is a very familiar indoor game. The children 

participating in this play settled roundly. Each of them put two hands on the ground. Some 

older people acted as the leader of the game with rhymes reciting. As soon as the rhyme 

and every word are pronounced, one finger touches the head. The last word in the rhythm 

is that the finger of the baby's finger is forward. Thus when the fingers die, the hand is in a 

futile state.  This handy hand has to be kept behind. Serially all the hands of the players 

have grasped then everybody comes to the hands or the donkey. The head wants to know 

what's in the hand of the hand. The answer and questioning continued. The Sardar then 

attempted to cut two hands. 

In the scandal, the players open their hands by pronouncing a false word. Wakil 

Ahmed is the stance to cut the thief's hand in this game; it saw a social rule of Muslim 

society being followed. That rule is the punishment of the thief by cutting the hand. Asutosh 

Bhattacharya narrated the alleged Mujumder's practice and his misdeeds. At the same time, 

he concentrated on explanations in the word shala's social context (Kinshipterm). None of 

them is in the rhyme, which is essential to be a sad historical event mentioned the historical 

personality, did not focus on that subject. According to the rhyme of the said game 

mentioned below:  

Ikri Mikri Cham Chikri 

Cham Kate Majumder 
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Dheye Elo Damudar 

Damudar Chaturer Poe 

Hingul Gache Bedhe Thoe 

Hingul Kore Karmor 

Dada Dile Jagannath 

Jaganath er Hadikuri 

Duore Bosi Chal Kari 

Chal Karte Holo Bela 

Bhat khaose dupur bela 

Bhate Porlo machi 

Kodal Diye Chaci 

Kodal holo Bhota 

Kha chutrer matha. --Rabindra sangra. 

     Mughal emperor Jahangir remitted Mansingh with his Hindu commander in 

Bengal to defeat raja Pratapaditya of Jashohar. In this situation, his soldiers made the 

journey accompanied by troops, but he was faced with many problems while crossing 

the Jalangi River. Rescued him from this problem one Muhuri employed in the kanungo 

department of Hughli named Bhabananda Samadder. After the historical role of 

Bhabananada, he said: ...when the Jaminder did not come to meet him the Bhabananda 

come boldly and Mansingh was pleased to help the king’s army in any way. 

...Bhabananada tried a lot of boats, collecting a lot of tricks. Mansingh easily crossed 

the Jalangi River.73 It was the month of Chaitra. There started a terrible storm in which 

the armies were unable to cross the river. This disaster remained for seven days. 

According to historians, many boats were thrown into the water, many elephants and 
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horses were floated, troops and war materials were also destroyed,74 Behind the Jalangi 

river, the speed of the Damodar river has been mentioned in this rhyme; this is just a 

change. The difficulties faced by the predominantly imperial army are the major 

problems that arise. Bhabananda Samadder extended extra help in this regard to the 

sufferers; he collected enough food to celebrate the worship, but he gave all the food to 

the solder. The foodstuffs have been taken by the storm and rain. That is to say that Ekkir 

Mikkir rhyme should be considered in the context of betraying Bhabananda; otherwise, 

the chameleon is likely to suffer from meaninglessness.  

 

 
Fig.4.9. Photo collected by the researcher 

Elating Belating Sailo Game; This traditional rhyming game is basically for the female. 

Two teams participate in the game, and they make conversations within themselves. A 

line is frowned upon and two teams remain on the opposite side facing each other team 

comes up to the line holding each other's hands and continues to recite the lines of rhyme. 
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The first team raises the question, and the second one answers. The one team asks the 

question, and the second one answers. For example, second-team wants' to know, “what 

news comes about?”; the first one answers, “A girl is wanted by the king” second team 

again wants to know; which girl does the king want; the first one gives the name of a 

particular girl, thereafter the information like - what attire the girl should wear, how she 

will go- are shared. Subsequently, in exchange for how much money the girl will be 

taken away, it is decided.75  

    The opinion of Asutosh Bhattacharya regarding this game is noteworthy- “it is 

based on a real tragic story full of pathos. The questioning and its answers are testimony 

of that pathos. The uncertainty of life at a particular age is picturised here- which has 

immense historical value. How a tragic story evolutionist into a sporting event – is 

impressive to note76. The social History of Bengal suggests that in the Middle Ages, 

social dignity was measured through the possession of golden utensils and ornaments 

and numbers of slaves. They did manual works from cultivating land to cleaning 

utensils.77 Even the owners kept the females as mistresses in hundreds in their harem. 

They usually were bought from markets. That means women were treated as 

commodities and they were sold and bought in markets. This naked truth is expressed 

through this game women were consumer goods for the landlords and aristocrats. Dire 

poverty compelled the poor parents to sell their daughters in exchange for money. The 

buyers had no sympathy or empathy from the heart – only money mattered. But the 

pangs of the parents have limited lees. We find a similar motive in the famous traditional 

sport (Jele mach).  

  Agdum-Bagdum game is a very familiar game the rhyme related to this game is –  

Agdum Bagdum Gharadum Sajhe 
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Dhak Mridang Jhajhar Baje 

Bajte Bajte Challo Duli 

Duli Gelo Sei Kamlafulli 

Kamlafulir Tiyeta 

Surjimamar Biyeta 

Aie Ranga Hatee Jai 

Ekk khili Pan Kine Khai 

Paner Bhitor Phopra 

Maye Jhiye Jhogra 

Halud Phule Kalud Phul 

Mamar Name Tagar Phul. –Rabindra Sangraha 

       In this game, the participant boys and girls sit in a circular round. One leader 

recites one word of the rhyme and touches the knees of a player gradually one after 

another. He even touches his knee in the same way. The player whose knee is connected 

when the last word of the rhyme is pronounced is out of the game for the next round of 

recitation, and he sits on the knees. In this way, when the knees of all players are touched 

by the leader, the game comes to an end. 

      Rabindra Nath Tagore commented on this game in the following fashion – “I 

do not know whether the lines ‘Agdum Bagdum Gharadum Sajhe’ bear any clear 

meaning or not; or if this is the perversion of any other lines of a literary piece, the source 

is ambiguous. But it is clear that a marriage procession is described the second line 

indicates some musical instrument, and it is per versed generously in different texts78  
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      The rhyme’s inner meaning is ambiguous for Rabindra Nath, but he understood 

it is about a marriage procession. In this regard, analysis of late Ashutosh Bhattacharya 

is noteworthy- “until recently the marriage procession of rural aristocrats was the 

degenerated form of war procession”. Because there was no difference between war and 

marriage procession when marriage by abduction was in vogue. The first part of the 

rhyme describes a modern form of war procession in a different mode. It was the 

description of dome-quadruple. For example, Agdum means advance guard dome army, 

Bagdum means side guard Dome army, and Gharadum means the cavalry. Once, this 

dom army guarded the western front of Bengal. The feudal king of Bengal, like the 

Bishnupur kingdom was in the safe hands of the dome army. The medieval folk literature 

of Bengal is full of their bravery. Now they have lost their social value and function as 

well, so they are extinct in people's memories. This is the reason why people fail to 

understand the meaningful lines, and the rhyme is per versed so many times.79.  

If ‘kit kit’ popular game is played between girls, then Ekka-Dokka is also a very 

popular game. It will be very difficult to found the girls in the village area who did not 

participate in this game. In this game, a line has to draw on the ground for the game 

court then the game starts with broken discs. The participant threw a disc by targeting a 

particular house. Then the disc that goes into which court it considered her of buying it, 

according to the rules of the game, the line should be crossed with jumping in one leg. 

After crossing all the lines, the player throwing a shingle over the several chambers 

where this shingle dropped may be occupied by the said player. The player has the right 

to keep his two legs only in the occupied chamber. The game came to an end when the 

player able to occupy all the chambers. On several occasions, the shingle carried for the 

chambers with the push of one leg. The players now recited some rhymes without 

breathing. Before the completion of breathing, the player has to put the shingle in any 
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chamber, failing which the chances passed to the next players. The opposition has no 

right to keep their leg to the occupied chamber of others. This game may be played 

between two players, but more than two players could also have participated. Abdul Hai, 

who was foremost among the folk game studies, commented on this game, “The interest 

of the game [Ekka-Dokka] centre’s round wining of rooms. The game hints at the eternal 

craving of a woman to build up a house of her own and feeling of satisfaction from the 

fulfillment of her desire as a mother- a craving hardly the characteristic of a man.”80.In 

the History of human civilization, men were always motivated by women to build 

houses. The role of women in the house and the domination in the house are still active 

in society.81  

Fig.4.10. Photo collected by the researcher 

But another researcher, however, raised a different view on the feature of this game 

and observed the form of the land system in it. According to him, the Eka Doka game 

consciously reflected the principal form of the Bengal land system as this Bengal was 
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fully an agricultural country. The land of cultivation is the main instrument of 

production; when the population of the country was low, there was less conflict of 

ownership over land quantities. As the population increased, the demand for cultivable 

land continued to grow. At that time, their land boundaries were set off very courteously. 

The line demarcation of Ekka-Dokka houses finely indicates that there were fine 

division and demarcation in the land. 82  This view of the said researcher further 

provoked that, for land-related problems, nobody would have been allowed to acquire 

land without permission from owners. If it was necessary to enter the land of others 

alone, it would have to be very cautious. This is for that in Ekka Dokka, one cannot enter 

the acquired land of others, and if anybody wanted to enter the other's land, he had 

jumped on the foot on the floor in one hand.  This proved to be the one hesitation to 

enter the other area.  If the land is purchased, it can stand on both sides as the right to 

enter the land.83   

 For the sake of argument, if the assumption that in Ekka-Dokka Bengal land system 

had reflected in the limit awareness. In that case, there will be a question of fertility in 

the context of women as we know the assimilation of power and women, so there was a 

tradition to accumulate women’s fertility in case of agrarian production. Similarly, the 

purchased land is also comparable at that time with fertility women.  If there was a 

question of physical coercion or matter of properties, naturally, there emerged a paternal 

demand in comparison to matriarchal. 

But basically, the Ekka-Dokka game is about girls. In this case, we face a 

contradiction. Rather, the argument of Abdul Hai and Wakil Ahmed is more acceptable- 

dreaming of women’s house, reflections of the eternal entity happened in this game. But 

with that one other context then we would add.84      
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       Therefore, highlights those major areas were in both the game and the practices 

carried out in the big farmhouses during the period of the Indus- Valley period seem to 

resemble the most, leading us to the knowledge of the point the game had supposedly 

taken its origin from. It is true that in the face of the lack of concrete historical evidence, 

it is difficult to establish the point but attending to the facts laid down by certain 

historians like Piggott, Basham directs us to question the naiveté and simplistic 

interpretation that the game so far received. To do justice to what has circulated as 

knowledge in the name of the game, one needs, therefore, to recover its actual historicity, 

the social and political strands with which it is entangled and enmeshed; this is, 

Researcher believe, what the study has precisely attempted to do. The different folk 

games included Gollachut, Ekka Dokka, Ekir Mikir, Agdum Bagdum, Elating Belating 

Sailo, etc., however, highlighted the social and cultural traditions of rural North Bengal. 

These games proved to be performed as team games, more or less, so practically it 

helped to the maintenance of the social relation in the several villages of North Bengal. 

These games were liberally practised between several communities of North Bengal and 

proved to be raised as a sign of communal harmony. However, these games have now 

been destructed or dis-appeared from the combined effect of globalization and 

harmonization of the rich diversity of world sports heritage. In this respect, Dr. Sri 

Ashutosh Bhattacharya argued in his book ‘Banglar Loko-Sahitya’ second part (Chora) 

“the identity or similarity of children’s games through the years, and the word testifies 

to the unity and continuity of culture, despite all the vicissitudes and vagaries of time 

and change and corrupting oral tradition”.85  

     In the above discussion, we have got a fair picture of games and their deep-

rooted link with society, culture, and religion. Thus as a student of History, one has to 

know that proper study of culture depends much on the study of games and sports 
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practised in a region. This thesis intends to project the racial history of various ethnic 

people, emphasizing the games and sports played by the people of North Bengal through 

ages and how far that study would reflect the correct picture of the various races of 

North Bengal, especially that of Rajbanshis. So researcher discussion about the scholars 

of the various fields becomes necessary to conclude effectively. The researcher’s initial 

attempt is to look back at the traditional games of the North Bengal region as it is socio-

cultural like is certainly different from that of other states of India, even west Bengal. 

So the researcher would discuss how the sports and games locally organize keeping 

balance with the region’s social-economic structure.  North Bengal in the field of sports 

came into the forefront in the 1950s, but it is a fact that there were potential remains 

unexplored. Researchers show how the gradual development in sports and games got 

new impetus due to the government’s social and economic efforts. The researcher’s 

personal experience found that there was a dearth of sports talents among the rustics. 

Therefore the researcher wants to make a comparative study of the past and present to 

see a future direction. This may have also used as a model of human interaction with 

unpredictable sources of nature, divination, or the quest for supernatural guidance in 

dealing with life contingencies. 
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