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Cricket is a sport in which one player [the bowler] hurls a hard missile [the ball] at speeds in 

excess of 120 kph at another player [the batter] less than 20 metres away armed only with a 

stick [the bat] to defend himself. It is a dangerous sport which in the early 1990s ranked fifth 

in terms of injuries sustained while playing.
1
 Yet the phrase ‘it’s not cricket’ is still part of the 

English language as a call against unfair play.  

This apparent paradox between violence and sporting conduct has become the subject of a 

debate among sociologists as part of a wider discussion of Norbert Elias’s civilisation 

hypothesis.
2
 Briefly this argues that in Western Europe since the Middle Ages there has been 

an observable decline in people’s propensity from obtaining pleasure from participating in or 

witnessing acts of physical violence. The ‘threshold of repugnance’ was lowered partly 

because the state became more effective in curbing violence. This was reflected in sport 

where, with the assistance of the sports authorities (in effect the state for a particular sport), 

violence was reduced. Indeed, Eric Dunning and Keith Sheard, two followers of Elias, have 

emphasised the lower level of violence as a conspicuous difference between traditional folk 

games and modern sport.
3
  

In 1992, in a contribution to a book critiquing the civilising hypothesis as applied to sport, 

Ruud Stovkis, a Dutch sociologist, argued that too much attention had been paid to overtly 

violent sports particularly folk football to the disregard of cricket, in his opinion a non-

violent, non-contact sport.
4
 A decade later, Dominic Malcolm from the Centre for Research 

into Sport and Society at Leicester University, a group strongly associated with supporting the 

hypothesis of Elias, attacked the views of the Dutchman.
5
 A response and counter-response 

came in 2005 with an added contribution from a group at University College Chester.
6
 

The essence of Stovkis’s argument is that figurational sociologists, and the Leicester School 

in particular, have not examined a representative sample of sports. In his opinion they have 

focussed too much on violent contact sports such as folk football, cudgelling and pugilism 

and paid insufficient attention to non-contact sports like golf, bowling, tennis, archery, 

horseracing, all other racing sports, and cricket which, by the implication of avoiding body 

contact, are less violent. It is thus important for Elias’s hypothesis that it is demonstrated that 

cricket was more violent in the past than in modern times. 

 In his response Malcolm suggests that Stovkis, a ‘non cricket-playing foreigner’ has no real 

knowledge of cricket and does not appreciate that it is a sport in which ‘the basic equipment, 

the bat and the ball, may … within the game’s rules, quite legitimately be used as weapons’.
7
 

He demonstrates ‘the relatively violent tenor’ of early cricket among both spectators and 

players.
8
 He does this by the provision of a list of fatalities associated with cricket games, 

citing the first written use of the phrase ‘cricket ball’ in the context of causing injury, noting 

the reputation of one fast bowler, David Harris of Hambledon, who injured many of his 

opponents, and quoting from a poem of 1815 in which most of the losing side finished in 

hospital. Finally he examines how the desire to control violence led to changes in the early 

rules of cricket. In doing so he shows the previous potentiality for injury and dispute when, 

for example, batsmen used to be able to charge at fielders or hit the ball twice to prevent them 

taking a catch, run outs were made by physically placing the ball into a ‘popping hole’ before 
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the batsman reached it, and the wicketkeeper could take the ball in front of the stumps to 

effect a dismissal. Furthermore there was no demarcation between the playing and spectator 

areas and pitches were neither rolled nor covered against inclement weather. 

 Stovkis accepts that ‘Malcolm is completely convincing in his description of the violence of 

early cricket and the role violence played in the codification of the rules of this game’
9
. Such 

a statement is worrying to the historian as unfortunately, in his attempt to undermine Stovkis, 

Malcolm makes two major errors. 

First it is never clear what he means by the term ‘violence’. He rejects the narrow definition 

of violence as ‘assaultive behaviour that is designed to, and does, injure another person or 

persons physically’. Instead he opts to examine violence ‘in the round’ and not distinguish 

between player and spectator violence or between violence ‘within’ cricket and that simply 

associated ‘with’ the game. He writes of violence and disorder, of rule changes designed to 

reduce the risk of injury , of a physical environment that had potential for injury to players, 

that a fielder pursuing a ball into a hostile crowd would have to play a ‘frenzied game of hide 

and seek before recovering it’, and the general unruly character of cricket. In the end we are 

left none the wiser as to what he means by violence.
10
  

Perhaps more serious for sports historians is his use and abuse of evidence. Although 

Malcolm lays great emphasis on his work being ‘an empirically based case study of a single 

sport’,  his employment of evidence can be criticised for factual error, over reliance on 

secondary sources and the corollary of limited use of contemporary primary sources, 

misinterpretation of the evidence, and arguing by limited (in both senses) examples.
11
  

Turf historians could point out his error in stating that cricket escaped the sort of restriction 

imposed by Parliament on horseracing in 1750. There was no legislation relating to 

horseracing in that year. Perhaps he is thinking of 1740 when restrictions were imposed on the 

minimum level of prize-money that could be offered by a race committee. But these 

restrictions were eased in 1745 and Parliament did not intervene again in racing, apart from 

taxation matters, till 1879 when it put down speculative, ill-regulated metropolitan racing.
12
 

He makes no attempt to undertake historical research of his own and all his contemporary 

references are taken from the work of others without any checking of the data that they used. 

He quotes the Leeds Mercury of 1775 and the Coventry Mercury and Birmingham Gazette of 

1788 but from books published respectively in 1989, 1978 and 1992.  He does use The Times 

of 1887 but only to cite a correspondent writing of ‘the early days’ of cricket. Equally 

culpably he accepts the word of more modern writers such as Sir Pelham Walker who wrote 

in 1946 that ‘he had heard’ of an incident at Lord’s in 1866 and cites the views of John Ford, 

a ‘popular’ cricket historian that gambling led to ‘constant’ disputes between players and the 

sweeping statement that ‘when there was not some sort of commotion it seemed to be thought 

unusual’. To be fair he also consults the serious studies of reputable cricket historians such as 

Broadribb and Underdown, though not Bowen or Birley, both of which were available to 

him.
13
  

Comparative levels of violence in pre-modern and modern cricket can only be effectively 

ascertained by quantitative means. Malcolm makes no attempt to do this, but he does provide 

some quantified material in his list of 29 cricket-associated fatalities ‘from the earliest 

records’ to 1897 which he argues shows ‘the relative acceptability of such accidents’.
14
 These 

all come from the same source, a collection of Curiosities of Cricket by an ‘Old Cricketer’ 

and no attempt is made to check their validity or veracity, admittedly not an easy task when 

no dates are attached to the material. Here Malcolm’s interpretation of evidence can be 

questioned. Assuming that his data cover a century and a half, it is not a high death rate, 
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particularly when those fatalities not directly due to the nature of the game are removed from 

the total. Two deaths from heart disease, two from over exertion, one from snake bite, another 

by being crushed between railway trucks while recovering the ball, and one from falling over 

a cliff whilst following the ball are not in the same category as those from being hit by the 

ball, collisions with other players or falling on a stump. No attempt is made to calculate 

deaths in more modern cricket. 

He also argues from some court case material that violence in cricket was common enough to 

be tolerated by the legal authorities.
15
 He cites the contrast of a death sentence for sheep 

stealing and a year in gaol for bigamy with only a nine-month sentence for manslaughter 

during a cricket match. Again because he relied on a secondary source no details of the trials 

were available and thus there could be other interpretations. His evidence of crowd violence is 

based on isolated examples of the Riot Act being read at a match in Essex in 1726, a pitch 

invasion at a women’s game in 1747 in Sussex, and reported bloodshed at Leicester in 1788. 

We do not know if these are typical or extreme; certainly they are insufficient to support his 

argument of widespread crowd disorder. 

On rules Malcolm initially argued that the imposition of rules aimed at lessening the level of 

violence and injury in the sport was deliberate policy, ‘a conscious and explicit attempt’ by 

eighteenth-century aristocrats, though he later backtracked on this and accepted that there is 

little evidence of such intentionality at this stage of development of the sport.
16
 He also states 

that ‘the 1755 set of rules … marks the beginning of the MCC’s influence over the game’. 

The actuality is slightly more complicated than he infers, especially considering his confusing 

remark, only six lines further on than the statement cited above, that ‘Members of White’s 

Club were central in forming the MCC … in 1787’.
17
 Cricket had been played for a century 

under generally understood but unwritten rules before they were clarified in the articles of 

agreement for a match in 1727 between teams organised by the Second Duke of Richmond 

and Mr. Alan Broderick, heir to Viscount Middleton.
18
 Such articles were common to most 

stake-money contests during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries and in essence were 

‘play or pay’ contracts between the contending parties which set out the particular terms of 

the intended contest such as times, places, stakes and the means of settling disputes.
19
 The 16 

points within the 1727 agreement were skeletal about the sport - concerned with umpires, 

choice of pitch and the method of scoring runs - but had more detail on wagers and the means 

of arbitration, reflecting that cricket was often a high-stake sport when played away from the 

village green. A published version of the rules in 1744 by the ‘Cricket Club’ which played at 

the Artillery Ground in London showed that the game had taken on many of its permanent 

features such as the length of the pitch, the size of the wickets, and the forms of dismissal.
20
 

These general rules were supplemented by specific articles of agreement which defined the 

terms of individual matches. The rules of 1755, referred to by Malcolm, had been revised by 

the Star and Garter Club, generally reckoned not to be a coherent organisation but simply a 

group of people who enjoyed cricket and met at the inn after which the club was named.
21
 

These rules were essentially the same as 1744. Later revisions in 1774 and 1784 by ‘a 

committee of noblemen and gentlemen of  Kent, Hampshire, Surrey, Sussex, Middlesex and 

London’ continued to have a special section relating to bets.
22
 It is clear that by 1774, and 

possibly even in the earlier version, that these rules of cricket (or laws as they were 

symbolically labelled) were intended to be more universally applied than at one specific 

venue. The role of supreme authority for the laws of the cricket was seized by the MCC which 

emerged in 1787 out of White’s Conduit Club, a meeting place for aristocratic players and 

supporters of the game.
23
 Soon after its formation the MCC was recognised as the sole 

authority for drawing up cricket’s laws and for all subsequent alterations.
24
 Such was the 

club’s pre-eminence that in July 1791 several of its members who were watching a rural 
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match between Hampshire and ‘England’ were called on to resolve a dispute over a catch: 

power had clearly been accepted on all sides.
25
  

Historians could have contributed significantly to the debate, not only by offering better 

evidence but also by broadening the discussion to include the lessening of the link between 

gambling and cricket and the development of the concept of masculinity in the cricket-playing 

English public schools. Malcolm does appreciate that many early matches were played for 

large stakes but he does not explain why the link was severed. This came through the 

influence of the ‘fair play’ lobby who believed that gambling had no place in sport. To them 

gamblers, like professionals, had an instrumental attitude in which any means to ensure 

victory in a sport or bet was justified. This ran contrary to the fair play view that, while 

winning was the point of competitive sport, the manner in which it was sought was even more 

important. The amateur ethos that began to dominate British sport thus cleansed a large part 

of British sport, including cricket, of its Georgian gambling associations.
26
 If betting on 

cricket disappeared then so did one of the motivations for violent play, player dispute and 

spectator disorder. 

In contrast cricket may have retained some of its hardness, at least in the public schools where 

the notion of manliness took root. This involved a combination of courage, duty and 

selflessness. The spirit of manliness  on the cricket field which then spilled over into martial 

imperialism was epitomised in Vitaï Lampada, Sir Henry Newbolt’s often-quoted poem.  

There’s a breathless hush in the Close to-night – 

Ten to make and the match to win – 

A bumping pitch and a blinding light, 

An hour to play and the last man in. 

And it’s not for the sake of a ribboned coat, 

Or the selfish hope of a season’s fame, 

But his Captain’s hand on his shoulder smote – 

‘Play up! play up! and play the game!’ 

 

The sand of the desert is sodden red – 

Red with the wreck of a square that broke – 

The Gatling’s jammed and the Colonel’s dead, 

And the regiment blind with dust and smoke, 

And the river of death has brimmed his banks, 

And England’s far and Honour a name, 

But the voice of a schoolboy rallies the ranks: 

‘Play up! play up! and play the game!’ 

 

This is the word that year by year  

While in her place the School is set  

Every one of her sons must hear,  

And none that hears it dare forget.  

This they all with a joyful mind  

Bear through life like a torch in flame,  

And falling fling to the host behind --  

‘Play up! play up! and play the game!’ 

       

It should also be noted that all Malcolm’s material relates to a period when bowling was still 

underarm. Whatever the dangers of David Harris on the rural pastures of Hambledon, they 

surely must pale in comparison with modern overarm bowling which bounces the ball on the 
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pitch from a greater height. Even Dunning accepts that modern cricket had one tactic very 

different from that of the eighteenth-century variety in that the ball could be ‘deliberately 

aimed directly at the heads of opposing players, ostensibly in the hope of intimidating then 

and increasing the chances that they will play a false stroke’.
27
 Moreover could not the 

expansion in the types and character of protective equipment in modern cricket be used as 

evidence that the game is now potentially more dangerous? 

The acceptance of  Malcolm’s view of cricket history has left sociologists with a ‘chicken or 

the egg’ debate on sport and the civilising process. Malcolm himself argues that pacification 

of society led to a desire to use rules to lessen violence in sport whereas Stovkis maintains 

that it was a desire to play others that led to rule standardisation which en passant considered 

the violence problem. Nevertheless it has been suggested that possibly the civilising of society 

created a situation inimical to rule change and the creation of mechanisms for their 

implementation.
28
  

What the debate has done is open up a research area for sports historians to investigate 

whether the non-contact sports of today were as much non-contact in the past.
29
 Malcolm 

cannot be allowed to get away with his quantum leap from claiming that eighteenth century 

cricket was a violent sport to maintaining that ‘it certainly seems reasonable to suppose that 

the playing of other non-contact sports in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries would have 

been characterised by the same relatively violent tenor which characterised cricket’.
30
 

Sociologists should be encouraged to use empirical historical data to test their hypotheses. As 

one set of commentators on the Stovkis-Malcolm debate have said, ‘there is a need for 

substantial empirical data to test otherwise hypothetical theoretical explanations’.
31
 But the 

information utilised must  have been interrogated in a rigorous manner. Sociologists have 

criticised historians for a lack of a theoretical base to their work. This is the reverse: 

sociologists with false notions of how to do history. 
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