Cricket is very much in the air among Brigadiers! Brigade Group has bought the highest valued Bangalore Urban T-20 cricket team (Bangalore Brigadiers) in the first-ever KPL league, to be played in September 2009. So we at Insight thought that a piece on the phenomenon of cricket would be timely!

Cricket is an Indian game discovered accidentally by the English.

—Ashis Nandy, Social Psychologist and India’s leading public intellectual

Nandy’s famous statement is not to be taken literally. He is talking about the essential Indianness of the game. Well, why has cricket become such a big thing in our country? Just as there are millions of passionate cricket fans to whom cricket is almost a religion, there are critics of the game who question the kind of importance it is given by our society and media. Cricket’s critics typically level certain charges against the game.

This article is an effort to find answers for these charges and understand if there is something inherent in the nature of cricket to have made it become what it is.

It’s not our national game. Hockey is, but it gets no importance.

First of all, hockey is an English game from early 19th century that came to India in 1885. India won 6 gold medals in Olympic Hockey from 1928 to 1956 due to the wizardry of legendary players like Dhyan Chand, Balbir Singh and Leslie Claudius. As it was the only sport in which India became world beaters, this English game was adopted as our national game. But hockey has never been played in India at the grassroots level as widely by all classes of people as cricket, probably due to its expensive requirements of sticks, and a spacious, smooth and level field. Indian hockey’s decline started in 1960, long before the advent of cricket as a media phenomenon and a national pastime.

Rather than this colonial game, our own native games should be encouraged.

Some of our nationalist-minded people want our native games like gilli-dandu (or danda) to be given prominence. Maybe because of the simple and mostly passive nature of the game, lacking the dynamism and movement of cricket, it has failed to capture the imagination of the people. Kabaddi and Kho-kho, not being bat-and-ball games, less intricate, and played in smaller arenas, have failed to come up fully, unfortunately. Cricket came to India in 1721, 287 years ago, which should make it our ‘native’ game as well.

It hogs all the mind and media space. Other sports too should be encouraged.

All other games are for the relatively well-to-do, as compared to cricket which is accessible to the poorest of the poor—all you need is a broad wooden stick, a wall or stones or 3 sticks to serve as wickets, a rubber ball or an old tennis ball and a passageway or a narrow street or a patch of fallow land to play a fulfilling game. In the case of other games, you need courts, nets, fields of good quality, as the case may be.

What else makes cricket so fascinating? It is a bat-and-ball team sport and perhaps has the greatest multiplicity of variables. Tennis and badminton are individual sports, with a fewer set of variables than cricket. Football, volleyball and basketball are just ball team games and are played in a frenzy and continuously (except for half-time). Cricket is a ball-and-bat team game in which teams take turns to bat or bowl and field. With the play broken into innings and overs, cricket offers measured, organised movement and a rhythmic flow. In the other games, strategy is all formed before a game and maybe modified during half time. In cricket, every delivery, over, inning and match is based on strategy and tactics.

Cricket is perhaps the only game in which spectators and TV audiences are continually discussing strategies throughout the game. This ability to engage the audiences deeply is one of the major reasons for cricket’s phenomenal popularity. With a wealth of variables*, cricket is naturally known for its rich complexity and ‘glorious uncertainties.’

*Cricket’s multiplicity of variables include the age and ageing of the ball, pitch condition and its changing nature, weather conditions which can affect swing, eleven players each per team with various specialisations, bowling and batting styles and techniques, the order of a batsman, and run rates affecting the players psychologically throughout, so on and so forth.

Cricket is a lazy game, and requires no real sporting or athletic ability.

This impression is a hangover from the past when paunchy players lazily ambled around the field. Today, even at school and college levels, the strength, fitness, flexibility and agility required of players can match that of any so-called energetic game. Expert TV coverage of the game has educated millions of youngsters about the techniques and fitness requirements. For example, the way a right-hand fielder should move towards the ball, bend, use the ‘correct’ hand to pick up the ball while on the run, swivel around and throw at a low trajectory accurately, all in one motion—involves sprinting ability, kinesthetic intelligence, strength, agility, flexibility and tremendous balance of a high order. Rigorous workouts are quite commonly gone through in almost all levels of the game, including in small village schools. In fact, a good football player may not automatically be able to bowl, bat, field or throw as well as a cricket player. His kinesthetic intelligence would have developed in a different way. Similarly, while baseball is played in an area of 120,000 sft, cricket’s coverage is 207,000 sft.

Even in a junior level of cricket, a batsman has to sometimes face the ball that’s coming to him at 120-130 kmph. His hand-eye-feet coordination has to develop to a level to enable him to bat and score runs. Further, running between the wickets requires speed, flexibility, anticipation and spatial intelligence.

Of course, when a cricket side is batting, nine of the players are idle. But their minds are engaged with the game and a close study of bowling and fielding. (Even in football, about five players, including the goalkeeper, are relatively passive for a considerable part of the game. Only in basketball does every player actively be engaged all the time.)

“It’s played in just a few countries and not a world game.”

Cricket is played in some 15 countries and on all the continents of the world, except in Antarctica.  This covers nearly one-third the population of the world, which is by no means a small section of the population.  By the way, why is it so important that a game has to be played in all the countries?  It’s the intrinsic quality of the game and what it means to a set of people is what matters. 

It doesn’t mean that tennis or football or basketball is played in all the countries of the world extensively.  The fact that the areas with the densest population have largely taken to cricket is also a point to ponder.

It’s also better to play to your strengths. South Asians are known to have a relatively deficient cardio-vascular system.  So we may not find it easy to shine in sports involving high cardio-vascular activity like football, basketball, tennis.  We have already mentioned the higher financial outlays required to play these games at the grassroots level.  

“Cricket is a media creation.  There is too much hype and commercialisation”.

We cannot be sure which came first—cricket’s popularity so media jumped onto the bandwagon, or cricket became popular because of media and hype.   The other games did not come up because of cricket’s popularity, but due to their lack of appeal or mismanagement of their sports bodies. 

When anything becomes a successful phenomenon, it is bound to attract opportunists, and it becomes commercialized sooner or later.  Tennis, golf, football are all commercialized, and have had complaints of match-fixing too!

Any art or sport needs patronage. Fortunately, cricket’s patronage has some corporate funds and not public funds of the government. So there is a thin line between patronage and commercialisation. 

“Mob mentality of the wisdom of the masses”.

Cricket and the frenzied interest it creates are airily dismissed by some as an idle non-productive pastime of the proletariat. In a developing economy like ours, it’s nice that cricket provides harmless diversion to millions of stressed out people. 

The elite class may be surprised by this—there is an expert theory that the masses judge things better than experts when it comes to evaluating a public phenomenon. The huge statistical aggregate of a large number of people thinking or feeling in a particular way about a phenomenon, points to the essential merits of the phenomenon. This is referred to as the wisdom of the masses. Cricket is such a phenomenon recognized as a meritorious thing by the masses in their wisdom!

“Test/ODI/T-20—which is better?”

When disruptions happen in a system or tradition, many people lament that we are losing the great things of the past.  Some people are lamenting the decline of the longer version of the game. Everything should move on, and not stagnate.  “Things standing shall fall, and the moving will live”.  Even the holy Ganga keeps flowing and ever changing. Every second it’s new water that we see in the holy river. So why not our own humble cricket be allowed to change?

One way of looking at this is that we lose some, we gain some. 

In these frenetic and demanding times, fewer people have the time, patience and disposition to savour the artistry, class and reflective aspects of test cricket.  Even ODIs are seen as demanding too much of our time.  T-20 cricket, played as day-and-night matches in a three-and-half hours in the evenings have made the game into a full-fledged entertainment and offers guaranteed thrills more often than not! Besides, many who were cricket atheists earlier have become fans now. They can understand the simpler and quicker T-20.

Finally, which format is better than the other two?  A cricket historian has referred to 
T-20 as country liquor, ODI as Indian made foreign liquor and Test cricket as fine scotch.  We would like to look at the three types of cricket this way: Test cricket as classical music, ODI as light classical and T-20 as popular songs.  Each genre can have its own standards of excellence. To each his (her) own! 

To conclude, cricket is one of the very few fields where India is recognised as a major power. For all its maladies of low and high performance cycles, politicking, match-fixing and commercialisation, cricket is one of those rare domains where India and Indian cricketers are treated as world leaders. A Sachin is admired and respected like a hero by opponents around the world, who consider it a privilege to play against him. How many Indians have attained that kind of status in modern Indian history, across all domains?

“I don’t care to belong to a club that accepts people like me as members”, comedian Groucho Marx remarked famously. Could it be that many Indians, who carry the burden of a self-deprecating colonial complex, might be feeling that “if we are good in cricket, then the game must not be all that good”?

