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Athletic Woodcutting Competitions within an
Indigenous Cultural Context: A Participatory Story of
an Atayal Family Team

Hui-hui Lee *

Abstract

This article explores a traditional yet unconventional and innovative
wood-cutting event within the annual “Taiwan Indigenous Peoples' Sports
Competitions” from the perspective of the anthropology of sports. It examines
the cultural elements behind this competition. Wood-cutting is a traditional
part of Atayal life, where traditional life skills have transformed into today's
sports events. It represents a convergence outcome of the natural environment,
historical background, and cultural context, among other elements. Identifying
active cultural elements behind the sports event helps to gain a deeper
understanding of its meaning and nature.

This work specifically focuses on the Taoyuan Atayal wood-cutting team
from Taoyuan, northern Taiwan, which has consecutively claimed the
championship. It analyzes the historical presence of logging activities in the
traditional life of the Atayal people before the introduction of saws by
Japanese colonists. The relationship between people and wood is influenced
by traditional utux (spirits) beliefs. During the Japanese colonial period, the
use of saws gave wood-cutting specific temporal and spatial significance. As
wood cutting transformed from a daily life skill into a competitive sport, its

unique ethnic-owned significance turns the event into more than just a test of

*Hui-hui, Lee, Department of Indigenous Affairs, Taoyuan City Government.
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physical strength, skill, and speed. It becomes a comprehensive presentation of
culture and sports activities, expanding its scope beyond mere victory and
speed.

This article proposes that in the training and demonstration of the event,
participating teams are organized based on a concept similar to traditional
families. Strategies, tactics, and leadership displayed for achieving victory,
during the competition reflect the operation of Atayal core cultural values such
as gaga(ethics) and utux. These dimensions, alongside the physical activities
of the sports event, should be acknowledged simultaneously. In the modern
sports arena, woodcutting has undergone a magnificent transformation,
becoming an activity with distinct competitive features, interwoven with
elements of ethnic historical memory and features of cultural development or
even regency. It acts as a composite carrier encompassing politics, history,
culture, and physical prowess, presenting a multi-layered, richly meaningful
phenomenon that integrates human physical skills with spiritual and

family-ethic aspects.

Keywords: gaga, utux, Cultural Context, family team, Atayal, Wood-cutting

Competitions
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