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Two cases of folk games — healthy? unhealthy?
Hurling in Cornwall around 1600. Two villages fighteir way through the landscape, unfolding a petf
game, violence, and laughter. People meet on ddyglfollowing an older tradition. Two gentlemeorfr
the local nobility have donated the silver balljeththe fight will now be about. As soon as thd sagiven
up, the two teams, which nobody has measured irbauor strength, try to grasp it in order to brintp
their respective goals. The goal may be their gdlaub or the seat of the patron or some otheedgrpon
place in the settlement. All through the landscapey hills and through waters, across fields asdbles,
the wild chase proceeds. If one of the fighterggsdast in the thorny bush, or if twenty or thifight in the
muddy water for the ball, the merriment is all greater. Finally, the ball will reach one of theatpand
there the crowd will meet. And all together theinkithe beer, which is lavishly provided by therpatof
the victorious tearh.

Another case is from rural Denmark in the ninetie@entury. An elderly farmer remembered
in 1913 a traditional ball game from his youth:

“In the village of Ljgrslev it was custom that theung people on second or third Easter day
early in the morning went to the churchyard to gdail. The participants formed two teams,
and each of them had their goal at one end oftibechyard. The ball had to be given up
three times, and the third time they should le&eegpal, and then they could be hit by the
ball. The game was similar to longbalf.the ball was thrown over the wall of the
churchyard, there should be paid a penalty, whiak @njoyed in the afternooh."

Historiographers and sociologists have normallgited games like these as forerunners of modern. spor
Where popular games were not yet standardizeddiegpspace, time, size of teams and rules, spert ha
regulated all these dimensions of the game, the-Jriolence of behaviour, the control of resulbe
planning, strategy, tactics, techniques and evialatf the competitive action. This is typicalljdas a
story of social-functional improvement — as a siirprogress.

What analysis tends to ignore is the laughtehefgarticipants. The games of popular culture
cannot be understood if one does not listen totliee of enjoyment and pleasure, the ironical ctiks
obscene remarks, the laughter about the situat@mmaic of failing and tumbling. All this intonatida not
just a side-effect of the game, it is central ® $bcial-bodily process. In this respect, the gavers not
only forerunners, but they represented another ¢fsecial interaction. They were at the bodilyecof
popular festivity, thus being another type of sbpractice than modern sport. And laughter is aliciator of
these fundamental differences.

These differences can be seen in surprising nespeetive in regard to the very recent
hygienic turn of sportThrough at least one century, sport had beeripealcas a way of competitive work
on line with industrious life, but during the reteme or two decades it has obtained a new asgeet,
practice of healthy lifestyle. Whether this is jastme sport-political rhetoric or really beginsituminate the
practice of sports, may remain an open questiaheatime being. Anyway, the new orientation opiemsa
new attention to what is healthy or unhealthy iarsp and in games. Popular games were repressmayth
centuries with arguments against their disord@levice — and their unhealthy character. After duent
hygienic turn of sports, however, this argument e around — to what end?



Anyway, during industrial modernity the culturepdpular laughter disappeared in the
seriousness of modern spbttet us look closer at this historical transforroati- and forget health for a
while, in order to return to the health questiorith\iresh eyes.

Phenomenology of laughter in popular games

The games and competitions in pre-modern societg weh of laughter-provoking actions, and some of
these practices are still known to us today. Buglder is not as simple single thing — there areyma
different forms of laughter produced by differentdy practices and exploding in different situatcof
social interaction. This requireddferential phenomenologyf laughter in body-cultural practice. We may
talk about the laughter at hitting the point, theghter when playing the loser, the laughter ofi&iimg and
tumbling, the laughter of mock fight, the laughéaethe grotesque body, the laughter at the foal the
laughter of carnival.

Hitting the target — the surprising point of moveme

In a typical and very elementary way, laughterrm/pked by the game of hitting ‘the point’. Modern
throwing sports are typically designed in a wagt tihhe outcome is measured in centimeters — canekpg
to the slogaritius, altius, fortius- but this pattern does not play any importarg ioltraditional popular
games. There, the decisive point is hitting a aettxget. This particular action is the originpafpular
games like bowling, quoits (casting a horseshod)camling. And one can literally ‘hear’ these gameabey
have the intonation of laughter.

If an athlete throws the ball or the discus, themothing to laugh at the distance, which has
been obtained. But the situation of hitting theyédy or failing the target, or a new, unexpectedfigaration
of the balls created by a new cast give differ@atsions of surprise and laughter.

This pattern of ‘hitting the point’ correspondsthe fact, that the joke has a certain ‘point’,
too. Laughter is pointed by a bodily and psychiplesion — the burst of laughtedlat du rire, in Gelachter
ausbrechen

As with throwing, similar patterns can be foundunning. Racing forward as quickly as
possible -€itius! — does not as such make up the fascination opalgogame. The point is to touch or to
catch someoneln rural Brittany, running was and is still nowgdaracticed as a competition of catching a
chicken.

The same again is true for swimming. Swimming hesnlpopular through many centuries,
but was never practiced along parallel coursea fasult of time. In a game from Portugal, boysswut
into the water trying to catch a duck. The unpredile target makes this a popular game.

Playing the loser

Some of the activities of catching may appear ‘ga@e of the loser’, because people do not stoveet ‘the
first’, but try to avoid being ‘the last’. They dmt want to be the ‘scapegoat’ or the ‘blind-mamsf. But
is this avoidance really the point of those manygs of run-and-catch in the world of popular c@fur

Let us look closer at the children’s play “You daratch me!” The object of the game is to
tag or touch other players — and to run away frasheother in order to avoid being caught onesedtidlly
one pGIayer ‘is it’ and has to chase and tag thergitayers, one of whom then becomes the new pevlon
isit’.

From a modern sportive perspective, this looksdilgame of running quickly and
determining the slowest runner. In some respett®kis sportive, though it does not culminate veith
winner, but rather with a loser. It is ‘not yet gfpe in the eyes of a sportive observer. If thengareally
were to be practiced in a sports-like way, howether game would not function. The slowest runneuldio
very soon stay behind in tears, and the game wenddabruptly. If the game shall continue, the playaust
act against the rule of speed, winning, and excedlén achievement. Instead, the quicker runndr wil
approach the slower one, teasing and mocking: ‘damit catch me, tra-la-lal” The quick runner proesk
others in order to be touched him- or herself bseaunly this brings flow into the game. It is i tinterest
of all players thahoreal loser is produced. Catch-and run is not abeoiding to being a loser — it is a way
of playing the loser.

Characteristic for this type of action is a certaitonation’ of the game — it is laughter.
Losing can be funny; it has features of the gratestf the quicker runner is touched by the sloormes —
whether voluntarily in order to make the game gpasrinvoluntarily because of some fortuitous dita—
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this will create a ridiculous atmosphere of jokinggcking and teasing. Playing the loser makes ldngeps
laugh. The play of chase and tag can be heardstainde, and it is another sound than the runnirtgen
athletic track. Instead of winning and instead\adiding the position of the scapegoat, the deeppeal of
the game is something else: Don't take it seridusly

Hindering and tumbling — moving in curved lines

Typical for popular games are also the situatidrismaering and tumbling. Tumbling is typical ofeth
movement of clowns — provoking laughter. Compsditiaces have since long time been part of popular
culture — but they implied the practice of hindgreach other. This was excluded by modern spadizat
when running was reorganised to be contested @ll@laracks — without touching each other — andiiag
at the production of a certain objective, quantifiesult.

From the popular culture of festivity and game, sdaw running events have been preserved,
nowadays transformed into folkloristic events. \Akglbwn is theMarkgroninger Schéaferlavyivhich has its
origin in a race of shepherds in Wirttemberg. ttdatinued as an annual folkloristic and tourisregy The
race is k?own for its especially attractive featinat the ‘shepherdesses’ are allowed to hinddr edeer on
the track:

All this is, however, not only a question of histmersus modernity. The practical problem
arises with every new generation entering the dthura system. When children are sent on the ttack
learn the ‘correct’ sportive way of behaviour, thveyl begin by trying to hinder each other and jadmut
by pushing others. Step by step, they have to$mpdined: Don't push each other, don’t shove!

Typical of the popular type of race is also theksace. The sack is an artificial handicap to
make the participants tumble, and again you caar’liee event — by its laughter. In popular racenlbling
is not at mistake or a drama, as it is deploradadern athletics and described in tragic termsijthsita
central, carnivalistic feature of movement.

In the same category are games of balance. Batarcanplay with imbalance and includes
the probability to fall. The merriment of falling a typical pattern in popular games — in contasport,
where the fall — for instance falling down from thigh bar of gymnastics — is a serious mistake.

The laughter accompanying popular types of movemeating, balancing, jumping — may
be connected with the contradiction between theatliline and the straight line. Sidestepping, agcr
curvature (Germartdiakenschlagenand detour make up an important source of amuseamel surprise. In
this respect, tumbling can be related to the laiblyime movement, which contrasts the straight dihe
modern sports race.

Mock fighting

One can also see a relation between the curvedmenteof popular racing, tumbling, and certain fowwhs
fight. This is visible in rowing tournaments of katulture. Instead of competing on parallel coufses
records like in sports rowing, the people of fokaking battled from boat to boat and tried to peath other
into the water.

The water tournament, thus, was a mock fight amaigrquarrel — this is what in Danish
language is calledyst In contrast to the serious fight of warriors andhe seriously regulated competition
of modern sportdystfight includes a potential of mocking and laugh#epopular game playing
particularly on these qualities of movement isiktoedic game “Markus and Lukas”. Two fighters statd
two sides of a table, both blindfolded, and witko& “sword” in the hand, consisting of a piececlaith or a
rolled newspaper. They shift calling each otheth®jir names “Markus” and “Lukas” and than hit toder
the other in the direction of the voice. The gama variation of blind man’s buff — for two persombe
participants as well as the spectators ladgh.

The rich world of pulling — from Germdfingerhakelnto tug-of-war — has strong elements of
this mock fight, too. Tug-of-war was one of the f@lympic disciplines, which were excluded. Serious
athletes regarded it as “something of a jok&”.

The grotesque body
The game mouth pull, which is popular among NoriHeuit people, shows a further dimension of the
culture of laughter, the display of the grotesqoédyb

In mouth pull, two persons stand shoulder by stheulThey put their arms around the partner’s
neck, symmetrically. Opening their lips, they gréith their forefinger into the other's mouth. Osignal,
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they start pulling. The mouths and cheeks are iiestothe eyes roll, they develop grotesque featimréheir
opponents. Intensifying their efforts, the commestturn their heads outward, trying both to redighve pain
and resist effectively at the same time, until ohthem gives up? Moreover, this competition can be
‘heard’. Spectators react on the eccentric defaonatf the face. The game exhibits the grotesquiy bo

A still more eccentric event of pulling was poyeed by the Greenlandic painter Aron of Kangeq in
the mid-nineteenth century. His painting showed‘tise” pull: A group of Inuit assemble around tmen
competing with their trousers down. People uselbat sope with two pieces of wood fastened at tidse
They pL;{[3these pieces through their legs and behiid buttocks in order to tug the rope by theick
muscles:

All this is pull and tug may be competitive, buisi not sport. It is a play with the grotesqueesid
of bodily existence.

Besides the mouth and the ‘arse’, sexuality haayd been a favorite of this presentation of the
grotesque body’. Transvestite elements — men dressed like womemvanten behaving like men — were
often a feature of popular festivity. In the Taffiestivity Sabantuya springtime holiday organised around
korashwrestling, one can see a woman showing movemehish a man tries to imitate — and all burst into
laughter. By sexual parody, the tensions and unbekbetween the genders in Tatar patriarchy are
displayed and exposed to common laughter.

The fool

The culture of laughter has furthermore broughthfarspecial role, a mask — the f&bThe jerk or tomfool
was an important character of popular games angbetitions. The Medievdllausbuchfrom the fifteenth
century shows a tournament of knights, which i®agzanied by a horse race of peasants; fools uratersc
the grotesque movement of this race by among ofhdliag the horse’s tail’ On the copper engraving of
Pieter Bruegel the elder, depicting the “Kermegloboken” (1559) with its competitions, games and
dances, one sees the fool in the foreground, hplctiidren by his hand.

A special character of the foolish type wasPngschenmeistera droll or buffoon playing a
central role in German urban shooting matcfiéte had his name from ttiitsche a wooden sword or
slapstick, which is also used by Kasperle, the pufdcerman puppet folk theatre. TRatschenmeister
hoaxed and teased the bad scorer — even (or el§peéidnis was a high-ranking nobleman — presegthim
a strange price of victory. It was a flag madeadrse sack cloth and fixed at a thorny branch arady of
honour. ThePritschenmeistebecame in the sixteenth and seventeenth centugpscial class of poets
linked to the urban shooting festivities. They hgbgeches including ‘foolish’ critical and humaist
undertones. They ranged somewhere between thegvdapadition of disrespectful laughter — and a poog
Baroque type of order police.

The fool in popular culture of laughter balancetigen the ‘real fool’ who was a person
with mental handicap, and the ‘artificial fool’ wiptayed the role of hoaxing as a sort of affi$h Danish
village festivities up to the twentieth centuryreal’ fool could be bestowed with the title ofealder of
festivity.?° His ‘role’ for one day balanced between being neabas a handicapped person and being
socially integrated into the local community.

Carnival — festivity of the reversed world

Games were the bodily part of popular festivityd @specially of those which turned the world upsidern,
the carnivaf? Here, the “real fool” would be king, and the kiagf as fool. In the ritualised anti-order of the
farce and burlesque, the rules of the church,isfaaratic hierarchy, of the wealthy, and of stt¢hority
were turned topsy-turvy. The principle of carnivals in high degree bodily. Normally, the body -eltke
populace — was ‘down there’. Now for a day, theegque body was on the top.

The carnivalism of the game is the context wheeg'pienalty” — as in the case of Ljgrslev —
was not a punishment like in modern sports, butgoortant ingredient of the game. Without ‘mistake’
there would be no drinking afterwards — thus witiipenalty’ there would be no pleasure.

Furthermore, it was not only the winners who wdudrewarded, which was custom in urban
shooting events, in aristocratic tournaments andadern sports. But the beer for the final feast giaen
by the victorious side — as in the case of the Bbrhurling® Turning the social world upside down,
making a carnival, this was also a feature of lyoclimpetition.

During the Middle Ages and up to early modernityople from the upper classes joined this
world of popular game and festivity, often as pag;dut also as players. In the seventeenth ahteeigth
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centuries, however, they retreated and cultivated bwn courteous festivities, inventing quasihaic
tournaments, geometrical carrousels, and horsetbaffrom these events, the popular laughter was
excluded. Laughter became a field of class strutggiedown.

On the people’s side, there was a gliding crossfrveen the spontaneous laughter of the folk
to organised laughter, which laughed down certensgns — theharivari. Farmers organised themselves in
secret societies, consisting mostly of young bawkednd celibates, who went to action, as soon as
something went ‘wrong’ in society. In normal lithey would be responsible for, for instance, May
festivities and rival with other territorial groupmmong others by games and competitions. But¢baid
also, demonically disguised and with blackenedgaappear at night to turn their ‘weapon’ — collext
laughter — against some person who was accused against the rules of community. The people f th
charivari organisation were often people from otilaces, who were called for support of the lovdis
thus remained undiscovered. The malefactor wagdbte stand in the circle and be subject to ridicul
through speech and rhymes, mocking and hoaxing.

The charivari could become political. One of theshcases was the riot around the so-called
Habererbunga secret society of peasants in the Bavarian idlfise nineteenth century. It directed a
spectacular charivari against a nobleman who ilestahdustrial sawmills and by so doing was accusfed
make people jobless. The nightly organised laugitploded in armed clash with police and militatyvas
not until WWI that the state succeeded in defeatiigorganisation of laughtét.

The Habererbund had some similarities with the tiay farmers useta souleand similar
football games. As this type of football spread across the whole landscape, it suited well to dgntlae
hedges and destroy the enclosures, which the lametsvihad forced upon the farmers, when taking
possession of people’s common land. The gani@aule though a counter-action, was legitimated by old
tradition and was ‘just a joke’, which the landowsbad found difficult to resist. The game play&dranto
political-economical conflict®

The human being is not perfect
There is no comprehensive title over the varioamehts that make up the configuration of populaglser
in games. But one pattern may have had a more embrsignificance: théaughter at the failureln
popular games, the ridiculous failure of the otlvas balanced by the ironic laughter at one’s owuaria
Trying to hit the target means failing the tardgdaying the loser means playing a failure. Tumb&ng
mock fight create ironic situations of the unwantetcome. The grotesque body is a display of whanht
perfect in human shape. The fool and the carnreaimages of what is going ‘wrong’ in life. All thigives
birth to laughter, which, thus, is linked to a deepognition of human failure — and it is excludisca
culture of perfection

In other words, the human being is not perfettis-was the narrative of the popular games.
This non-perfection was expressed by carnivallatighter. In contrast, modern sport was built wquad
the expectation, that the human being should biegtehe human being should be healthy, stromgyii
well-trained. This was a new concept of human-ifend new understanding of health.

Modern sports: Laughter goes underground

The dialectics between failure and perfection @glithus, a background for understanding the modern
repression of laughter. The process of early-modt&te formation was accompanied by many forms of
prohibition and prosecution, which were directediast popular laughter and the related forms divieg
and games. These have been described elsewhesilftFor the body cultural topic, the prosecution of
football andLa soulethrough centuries is especially illustrati/éDisorder’ and ‘violence’ were the main
arguments of this repression, both causing harndanthge. Against these ‘unhealthy’ aspects, power
should guarantee healthy order.

The direct repression by prohibitive edicts hawyéver, a very limited punch. More effective
were the attempts to create alternative and ‘welered’ forms of body culture. Authorities tried to
transform local kermes festivities into militaryrpedes and musté? But it was especially modern sport,
which became an efficient instrument of disciplgpopular culture, able to replace the old gampertS
combined enjoyment and entertainment with streangiafter the patterns of industrial strain — avmgcthe
carnival-like elements of popular games.

In modern sport, the fool and the carnivalesBtisschenmeisteof the early modern
riflemen’s meeting disappeared. When competitiath glay became a way of productidr the production
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of results and records — laughter became margimaen dysfunctional. Neither the umpire or refarke
sports nor the Olympic functionary handing overrtedals is a fool or could be replaced by a fotdoAhe
new-constructed discipline of ‘sport history’ deburg the rational and progressive developmenhef t
principle of performance, had to forget the laughtand the history of its disappearance.

On the level of intellectual superstructure, one $tated for the case of Germany that
Enlightenment drove laughter out of the understagndi human lif€° From Immanual Kant to Jiirgen
Habermas, there is no link between laughter andjtlest of truth in philosophy.

Fundamental to this shift was the change of baglibetical patterns. From now on, there was
to be no push and shove on the agenda of spoptilhoo playing the loser, no mock fight — and no
laughter on the churchyard. And very few hitting-#hoint games and exercises of balance were lafte®R
throwing and water activities were rationalized &éo#ls the production of results and record#tids, altius,
fortius.

By this change, sport and circus were separateth @her words, while sport occupied the
terrain of seriousness, circus shaped its own reabth phenomena were specifically modern. Both
displayed in some way bodily excellence and ‘actiobskill. But the one of them — the circus — kéipe
clown as a central figure. This is why during aseone century, sport — and especially the pedagig
Physical Education — were eager to distance froousias being ‘non-serious’ and a joke.

Gymnastics which during the nineteenth centurydtt@edevelop as an alternative to sport,
competed in the degree of seriousness. The pamitsfhad to behave ‘correctly’ after defined ruaes
medical-scientific, educational or aesthetic chimmadNone of these rules made room for laughteough
there may have been some single gymnastic insteuatioo developed a laughter-provoking or moderately
clown-like style. In mass gymnastics as in the Easbpean Spartakiads, laughter was regarded as
counterproductive or even subversiv@hese modern gymnastics expressed the moderngtarfdesalth as
deeply serious, nothing to laugh at.

To this practice corresponded the different tresodf sport achievement and of sport action
like Anglo-American functionalism as well as the@pwsitional’ Germatdandlungstheorief the 1980s.
They made laughter systematically and theoretici#igppear?

And yet, sport is practiced by human beings, amddrnubeings laugh. Laughter in sports went
underground. A phenomenology of laughter in modgorts looks different to that in popular games.

Laughter of superiority
In sport, one may hear the triumphant laughterctvkurns with some deriding and mocking undertones
against the loser. This is not fair style, not ‘daport’, but yet.. The laughter of triumph following one’s
own success fits into the culture of rivalling tbe top-position in the modern pyramid of sport.

The top-down laughter, from the position of theesigr, may correspond to what since Henri
Bergson has been theorised about by modern phhiesspf laughtet! Here, laughter has the function of
derision, of laughing down the scapegoat. Makimgdfithe other, this was also the background faneso
feminist theorists who felt their gender insultgdnbale laughter and in reaction considered a $daughter
strike®® The understanding of laughter as a top-down se@shalso the root of the modern
misunderstanding that playing the loser in popgémes was a way of determining the scapegoat or a
process of punishmett.

Failure as drama

Toppling on the race track, falling down from thergastic bar, tumbling on the soccer ground —hasl t
happens in the world of sports, but it is regardedccident, not as a welcome situation of laughtarthe
spectator, it may take one’s breath away when gabmtop-runner falling — this is a drama, anduhkeicky
tumbler may burst into tears.

Sport — in contrast to popular game — is the agarent of movement along a scale of results.
At the produced numbers — centimetres, grams, siscamd points — there is nothing to laugh.

Seen in this comparison, the laughter of populanegahad a reflective character while the
process of production, achievement and perfectionadern sport lacks this reflexive element. (larspne
finds rather a technological reflexivity: How dadhieve in a more efficient way?) In the light loist
observation, the fashionable theses about theekig# modernity”, launched by sociologists like Aoty
Giddens and Ulrich Beck, sound superficial.



Smile of the want-to-be winner

Generally, there seems to be more smiling tharh@ugn sport. For the public, the victorious atélemiles
into the camera. In this situation, the athletesdugither laugh at others nor at something noneself, but
the athlete presents his or her own image by smillrook at me!’

Smiling expresses happiness ,which is importantfeating social atmosphere and
facilitating communication. However, smiling fittedso very well to the cult of happiness undermegs
like Soviet Stalinism. While laughter was regardscdh dangerous subversion against the Stalinitgtrays
the iconology of smiling was strongly promoted bg tmeans of painting, sculpture and mdVi€here was
a deep contradiction between the smile of ‘sodiiippiness’ on one side and the subversion ohleagn
the other. That is why the smiling sports athldégg@d an important role in Stalinist ‘socialistlisan’.
There is no failure and there cannot be any failutbe perfection of ‘scientific communism’, théwee
laughter has to be mistrusted.

This may throw light on some deeper contradictietwleen the striving of perfection in sports
and the cultivation of smiling. And on the linkstlveen the repression of failure and the disappearah
laughter.

Fitness smile
In modern body culture, there developed a rivallimadel side by side with sport: gymnastics. Also in
fitness gymnastics, the fitness athlete is traboddeep-smiling. Fitness smile is part of the Heaftortive
habitus and was upgraded by the recent wave ofthedkntation: to smile under hard fitness witk.
there is pain in the body, just smile — this is ithe hygiene of fithess movement is teacHihgesthetical
sports like synchronised swimming have taken they.o

The exercises of gymnastics and fithess aim aepoh. That is why laughter has no
legitimate place here. In the popular practiceyrshgastics, however, the failure may give rise tater,
and in this way, the Danish so-callietkelig gymnastics show some carnivalistic undergrounceutite
surface of modern disciplining exercises.

Laughter and smile are different in bodily rhythihere the laughter of games is a
spontaneous eruption, the smiling of fitness exg@eself-control and normalizatihThere is no ‘burst of
smiling’.

Fan laughter

Beneath the surface of mainstream sport and gymeakbwever, there is some more polyphonic soand i
the larger world of sports. There one finds disstdeand an underground of laughter. Carnival has fo
instance invaded the world of the fans. Fan laughtkighly differentiated. The community-embracing
laughter of the soft supporter, who appeared dutirdl980s and in Danish is calledigan, contrasts the
aggressive laughter of the violent supporter, th@igan. Recent supporter fractions as “ultras” and
“casuals” further differentiate this pictuteTogether, they manifest the underground presehfastivity

and laughter.

Again, however, disciplining strategies are onrtiagy. Cheer-leading produces and trains a
formalised, militarised form of smiling cultuféGetting the laughter of the supporter home to mode
happiness...

Another colonization process showed around the ginenon of streaking. Since the early
1970s, one could now and then see naked personmguinom the supporter tribune down into the sport
field, attracting the forces of order — and the esam of media. Developing with a background in the
counter-culture on university campuses, streakingccbe placed somewhere between demonstration,
taboo-breaking provocation, personal pleasure ansbpal craze. What had been an action of shotkeng
public or make them laugh, was, however, duringli®@0s discovered by entertainment industry arated!
business interests as a field of possible exploitaEnterprises began to hire streakers to aceedi their
naked bodies, and a strange melange of soft partie@nmercialisation showed up.

New games — new circus

From the underground of modern movement cultueeNe&w Games of the 1970/80s brought a new form of
carnivalism into the world of sports (or anti-sdriThis had a background in Californian hippigund. In

New Games, it was the process, not the resulcthaited.



By this impulse, the activities of the acrobat &melclown received a new attraction and
invaded school sport and Physical Education. Tlais afundamental break with 200 years of educdtiona
attempts to keep distance from the ‘unserious sircu

Maybe, the movement of New Games, which in somalidaountries was at the roots of the
recent rediscovery of traditional games, was magyeifccant than it seemed to be. On its surfachad only
seasonal duration, appearing with hippie cultuid\amishing again in a period of cultural restanatiBut it
opened a door towards new culture of laughter @siddern movement practice.

Dark laughter?
What deserves a closer analysis is the role ohl@ugn other types of underground activities hia world
of subversive and ‘dark games’. They extend froegbfter versions like the recent street-movements
parkour and urban tricking over fagade climbing bodgee jump to dangerous games like metro-surfing.
The game-researcher Brian Sutton-Smith has eariened against the idealisation of play and game,
pointing to games of risk and danger, which arécslfy undertaken under the influence of alcotidlany
of these non-sportive activities are characterisethughter. So there is no reason to idealisehmigs
well.

Or to ask in another way, are there certain waysderground laughter corresponding to
what in history has been called the ‘diabolic laeghor ‘insane laughter’?

And the laughter of traditional games?

Under the aspect of laughter, the survival andissaace of popular games as ‘traditional gamesbean
seen in a critical perspective. In certain rurélero marginal environments, old games may, indbade
kept their connection with the culture of popularrgévalism. When reappearing, however, when we talk
about a ‘renaissance’ and the games are transfamedomething ‘traditional’, they enter into ame
modern world. Under these conditions, the restonatif old popular culture is not a realistic option

What is happening in some milieus ispirtizationof old games. Turned into competitive
sports, they establish a new connection with thepaof achievement and result — and they losie the
connection with laughter.

Another transformation may happen under the hegaafifolklorization Games are put into
museum frames or set on a scene, being shown ofpaassentation of something ‘traditional’, ‘regadnor
‘national’. Also this is a serious project, focugion ‘correct’ performance of ‘original’ forms, atitere is
nothing to laugh at.

A third approach is setting the games into an atioical contextPedagogizations a realistic
option, especially in welfare societies with thaitong educational focus. This is what one has réxpeed
in Denmark when reviving the ‘old village gamestidg the 1980s and 1990s. And yet, also this amroa
may make laughter disappear and, thus, transfoergdimes into an instrument of learning, schoolimd) a
discipline.

If trying to avoid the strategies of sportizatiéwiklorization and pedagogization, what to do?
TheGerlev Center for Play and Movement Cultdi@merly Idreetshistorisk Veerkstgth Denmark has
since the 1990s built up a place of experimenty pllture, trying to meet these challengaalhen
approaching this playground from far, one hearsthands of rolling bowls — and of laughter. Lauglige
not displayed or arranged here, but it tells a-stdey about human bodily practice — which may Imeagn
story of social health.

Laughter as a convulsion of the social body — anasial health
On the level of social theory, the contradictorstbry of laughter in games and modern sport aredt aétn
stimulate further questions about the social ayghpdogical connections between the processes of
sportization, modernization and the suppressidawgfhter. This throws, more generally, light on the
subversive? — role of laughter in the developmémadern Western achievement culture in relation to
production and power, and all this on the levebadily practice.

What rises at the horizon is the anthropology ofhter?® Anthropology touches three levels
— the body, the soul, and social relations.

Laughter has hodily basis' Laughter is more than an expression of a cognjtoiat — like
the joke — and more than an expression of ematiothe related terms ‘humour’ and ‘merriment’ may
demote. Laughter is also related to the body-naesehthe slapstick — from Charlie Chaplin, Buster
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Keaton, and Laurel and Hardy to Mister Bean. Laegtst physically convulsive. One can talk about a
“physiology of laughter*® But attention, the science-conform term ‘physiglaan be misleading, as the
bodily laughter cannot — like biological physiologye decoupled from cultural practice. And yetaas
bodily process of convulsion, laughter is exist@raind universal — like pain, schadenfreude, hubfis

At the same time, laughter is an explosiop®fchical energgnd creates social-psychic
atmospheré? How this energy — with its physical and psychimensions — can be understood in the
framework of cultural studies, remains a so famogeestior”

And last but not least, the bodily and energetacpss of laughter is linked social relations
The phenomenon of tickling is illustrative: We cantickle ourselves — we can only be tickled byeoth
people. This shows the limits of the physiologigpproach — and it shows that social relation ishpdad a
very special way: it is inter-bodily.

These three levels of laughter enter into a sungrisonsonance with those three dimensions
of health, which have step by step been discoveyadodern health policies. World Health Organizatio
defined in 1948%health is a state of complete physical, mental smlal well-being and not merely the
absence of disease or infirmityrhis was confirmed in the WHO Ottawa CharterHaalth Promotion,
1986, understanding the aim of health promotiofiaeeach a state of complete physical, mentalsowial
well-being” and adding:Health promotion is the process of enabling pedpléncrease control over, and
to improve, their health.”

While health systems through at least two cerdgurave invested heavily into experts,
institutions and practices focusing on titg/sicalside, thementalside (emotional, subjective, and relational
health) as well as theocial side (co-operational and mobilized health) haventstrikingly underinvested.
Play and game are a part of this world of healtfagfice, and laughter is an expression of thisepth
health’> The sound of laughter tells about imperfect pespieggling for control over their life.

“Laughter is healthy’, says an old popular wisdom. As shown by popuanegs, the health
of laughter recognizes thmperfectnature of the human being. This is another undedstg of health than
the strategy operfection and normalizatigiwhich characterized medicine, sports and gymossti
classical industrial culture.

Now the modern expert’s wisdom was thegdort is healthy”. This saying was never quite
accepted by critical observers, and the poet Bextig remarked trenchantly that great sport begstrthere
where it was no longer healtf3This objection is, however, not only true for tireat sport, but for broad
mass activities, too. At the machines of sportitreeks culture, young people and even children trai
themselves towards the body of Tarzan (with dopamg) Barbie doll (with anorexia). Healthy? What is
‘healthy’, changes through history, and there isjustonehealth.

In other words, laughter marks social health ingideular culture — but health can be
different things. The sportive disappearance aondt{pportive?) reappearance of laughter tells athaut
contradictory nature of modern body culture. Laeglg not harmless — just like play and game, & |
medicine. Laughter is human — and it can be ‘diahal

And the academic discourse about laughter is notlieas, either. What happens when the
cold hand of academia (and the scientific undedstanof health) takes grip of the human convulsion?
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og kultur. Odense: Odense Universitetsforlag, 13.

* See also the controversy about the uniquenes®dém sport: John Marshall Carter & Arnd Kriiger 096ds.):
Ritual and Record. Sports Records and QuantificatioPre-Modern Societiedlew York: Greenwood.

® The ancient game of Kabbadi from Punjab shows thiswtype of movement could be transformed intocaienn
competitive team sport expanding into other Asianntries.
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2nd ed., 137-141, 250-253, 275.
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Verner Mgller & John Nauright (edshe Essence of Spo@dense: University Press of Southern Denmarlg&1-
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Resource Center, Government of N.W.T. Rankin I1#8t,— For a closer analysis of mouth pull see lécy 2003 ibid.
13 Kirsten Thisted 1997lens Kreutzmann. Fortzellinger og akvarellsuuk: Atuakkiorfik, 152-154.

4 The role of the grotesque body in popular carnivas emphasized by Mikhail Bakhtin 1968abelais and his
World. Cambridge: MIT.

15 Zinaida Kuznezova & Oleg Milstein 1992: “Tradit®nf the Tatar Cultural Minority.” In: Leena Laifed.): Sport
and Cultural Minorities Helsinki: Finnish Society for Research in Spord #hysical Education, 282-84.

'8 The central role of the fool among the charaadémopular popular culture was described by Petek&1978:
Popular Culture in Early Modern Europ&ondon: Temple Smith. — Rich material in Wernezader 1991Narrenidee
und Fastnachtsbrauch. Studien zum Fortleben delsliters in der europaischen Festkultktonstanz:
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on Festivity and FantasyCambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.
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reprints aPritschenmeistespeech from Dresden 1707 (pp. 209-216). — AlsarSigraf von Pfeil 1975:
Schitzenwesen und Schitzenfeste in Niedersa¢h8#imgen: Schwartz, 210-231.
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