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Foreword

Hongjang Kim
D a ng j i n  Ci t y  M ayo r 

T ug-of-war is a universal game that pits two teams against 
each other in a test of strength. Although the sport is prac-
ticed in different forms depending on the environment and 
culture of each country, it has promoted community solidarity 

and unity around the world.
Dangjin has a unique folk tradition called Gijisi tug-of-war. It is 

believed that the tug-of-war was first held about five hundred years 
ago to overcome a devastating disaster by encouraging harmony and 
cooperation among the residents. Later, it reflected the local rope-mak-
ing methods of fishing villages, and the city has supported large-scale 
tugging war events for the community. The local tradition has been 
well preserved and passed on to the present day. 

In recognition of the community values of tug-of-war, the Dangjin 
city established a tug-of-war museum and made continuous efforts to 
promote the local tug-of-war festival. As a result, the Gijisi tug-of-war 
was registered in 2015 as UNESCO intangible cultural heritage, along 
with similar practices in Cambodia, Philippines, and Vietnam. 

This book introduces the tug-of-war traditions of Korea and the three 
Southeast Asian countries mentioned as well as the tugging traditions 
passed down in Japan, Thailand, and Ukraine. The book presents stud-
ies showing various conditions and perceptions of tug-of-war in each 
country. So, it will be valuable research material for those interested 
in tug-of-war.

I would like to thank the contributors as well as the International 
Information and Networking Centre for Intangible Cultural Heritage 
in the Asia-Pacific Region under the auspices of UNESCO (ICHCAP) for 
all the effort they put into this publication. I hope this book will inspire 
further interest and research in the field.  





ix

T here have been various cooperative activities for safe-
guarding intangible cultural heritage (ICH) at the domestic, 
regional, and international level since the Convention for the 
Safeguarding of the ICH was adopted by UNESCO’s General 

Conference in 2003. ICHCAP, a UNESCO Category 2 Centre in the ICH 
field, has been working to share information, build networks, and raise 
visibility of ICH in the Asia-Pacific region, which shows the cultural iden-
tities of relevant communities who can be a driving force of sustainable 
development of the societies. 

Tug-of-war has also been an ICH theme ICHCAP has worked to safe-
guard and raise awareness. Among a number of diverse ICH elements, 
tug-of-war is a cultural phenomenon found worldwide. In Asia, espe-
cially, tug-of-war has been a custom deeply embedded in rice cultivation 
and is therefore found largely in agricultural societies. Tug-of-war was 
generally performed as a prayer for rain or to predict the bounty of the 
upcoming harvest. It has common features worldwide based on climate 
and environment. However, differences arise according to the distinct 
characteristic and the creativity of the region, which makes tug-of-war 
a worthwhile research subject as an Asian joint heritage.

For the past eight years, ICHCAP has been establishing ICH safeguard-
ing networks with many Asian countries to safeguard tug-of-war and 
have sought measures to safeguard tug-of-war. In 2013, ICHCAP orga-
nized and implemented a field survey project on the status of tug-of-war 
in Asia and then held several international symposiums and published a 
children’s book titled Tell me about Tugging Rituals and Games, which was 
funded by Dangjin City, the Republic of Korea.  

The field work to collect data on tug-of-war performed in Southeast 
Asia was successfully completed to create the basis for comparative 
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  Prefacex

research about the custom and transmission. The symposiums in 2013 
and 2015 resulted in enhancing understanding of and discussing the 
prospect of safeguarding tug-of-war in Asia.

Tugging Rituals and Games: A Common Element, Diverse Approaches is 
also a result of joint projects between ICHCAP and ICH organizations 
and expert groups relevant to tug-of-war. This publication project is 
supported by Dangjin City. This book explores the diverse and similar 
features in tug-of-war practiced in seven countries—Cambodia, Japan, 
the Philippines, the Republic of Korea, Thailand, Ukraine, and Vietnam. 
This publication was organized and completed by gathering updated 
articles written by the authors from the represented countries who par-
ticipated in the symposiums and field work with ICHCAP. In addition, 
a Ukraine author, who was not a participant, contributed to this pub-
lication, showing how areas outside of East and Southeast Asia have 
similar practices. 

In light of this book, cultural diversity in this practice can be seen in 
terms of its origins, modes of performances, and practitioners in differ-
ent areas. While the tug-of-war events can be a ritual, a festival, a sport, 
or an entertainment, there are also religious and mythical stories in tug-
of-war in some areas. Even though its practice appears a competition as 
pulling a rope in opposite directions, its intrinsic value, in most cases, is 
on prosperity, solidarity, and harmony among participants, which can 
be said to be one of the similar features in tugging rituals and games 
in different countries.

Through this English-language publication, which contains vari-
ous research, presentations, and discourse, we hope to help tug-of-war 
become more widely known and transmitted. It allows readers to expe-
rience a unique and vivid culture through detailed descriptions of each 
different tug-of-war.

We acknowledge and thank the many people who have contributed 
to this book. It is the fruition of the authors who researched and wrote 
about tug-of-war. We also appreciate the support from Dangjin City. It 
is a great honor and pleasure to gather all these efforts to promote the 
value of tug-of-war through this book. 

The activities for raising ICH visibility such as a book publication, 
which is an ICH safeguarding measure, can help promote the lives and 
identity of isolated transmitters or communities. This is in line with the 
value of cultural diversity championed by UNESCO. We hope that this 
book helps readers discover knowledge about tug-of-war and the value 
of traditional practices while also understanding the need for sustain-
able safeguarding.



Jaesuk Chung  xi

F irst of all, I congratulate publishing Tugging Rituals and 
Games: A Common Element, Diverse Approaches through the 
collaborative efforts of Dangjin City and ICHCAP. 

Intangible Cultural heritage (ICH) is the life of the human 
community and an important driver and asset for sustainable devel-
opment. In particular, the tug-of-war as a representative folk game 
expresses the characteristics and spiritual values of Korean national 
culture as well as a common Asian heritage wishing for harmony, unity, 
prosperity, and fertility of the community.

The Korean government has been initiating ICH safeguarding policy 
efforts since 1962, starting with the enactment of the Cultural Properties 
Protection Act. In 2005, Korea joined the UNESCO 2003 Convention on 
the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, sharing the expe-
rience and knowledge of safeguarding Korean ICH and strengthening 
cooperation for safeguarding intangible heritage in an international 
context. In 2015, four Asian countries (Cambodia, Philippines, Republic 
of Korea, and Vietnam) jointly inscribed folk tugging rituals and games 
on the UNESCO Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage 
of Humanity. 

However, while listing ICH is important, safeguarding and cooperation 
after registration are more important as they lead to cultural understand-
ing and dialogue among different communities around the world. 

From this point of view, publishing a book related to tug-of-war 
is meaningful in that it is an extension of continuing international 
cooperation after the multi-nomination. In particular, in addition to 
the four existing multi-nomination countries, this book also includes 
information on the status and distribution of tug-of-war among the 
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three other Asian countries— Japan, Thailand, and Ukraine. As for 
me being in charge of the Korean government’s cultural assets policy, 
I hope that the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) will join 
the multi-nomination of tug-of-war in the future to share Asian values 
and work together to safeguard ICH.

Finally, I express my sincere gratitude to the contributors of the book 
from seven countries as well as to both Dangjin City and ICHCAP for 
the hard work and dedication that went into making this book a reality. 
I hope that international cooperation in sharing common Asian values 
of the tug-of-war will continue to expand and strengthen in the future.
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T ugging rituals and games can be found all around the world, constitut-
ing a panhuman cultural phenomenon. Especially in Asia, tugging rituals 
and games are related to rice farming, with most instances located within 
the farming cultures of Northeast and Southeast Asia. The practice of tug-

ging rituals and games is universal and widespread, held to pray for rain or a good 
harvest or to foretell whether the year’s harvest will be good or bad. While many sim-
ilarities exist among each tugging event based on the climate or environment, there 
is also a distinctness, individuality, and creativity specific to each region, making 
tugging rituals and games worth preserving as a common element of the intangible 
cultural heritage of Asia

Due to rapid urbanization and industrialization, however, today the tugging rituals 
and games of each country are in danger of their transmission being suspended, and 
there is even a lack of awareness of how important it is to safeguard tugging rituals 
and games as a part of intangible cultural heritage that is closely linked with agri-
cultural rituals. In addition, while there have been previous case studies on tugging 
rituals and games of Asia, they are mostly limited to specific regions or rarely provide 
in-depth research, making it difficult to consider the connections between each region.

In response, from late 2012 to early 2013, the International Information and 
Networking Centre for Intangible Heritage in the Asia‐Pacific Region under the 
auspices of UNESCO (ICHCAP) in cooperation with Dangjin City conducted an inves-
tigation into the current state of traditional tugging rituals and games of Southeast 
Asia. Dangjin City has safeguarded and transmitted its unique tugging event, Gijisi 
Tug-of-War, which is recognized as a national intangible cultural heritage No. 75 in the 
Republic of Korea. ICHCAP also had held an information session beforehand at the 
first Conference on ICH Cooperation and Network in Southeast Asia held in Jakarta, 
Indonesia, in October 2012 to investigate whether relevant traditional tugging rituals 
and games were going on in each country.

INVESTIGATION PROJECTS

At the beginning of investigating the current state of tugging rituals and games of 
Southeast Asia, ICHCAP worked with the governments of Cambodia, the Philippines, 
and Vietnam and selected specialized organizations in each country to participate in 
this project. The selected organizations collected basic materials related to traditional 
tugging rituals and games and conducted research through field studies. Each orga-
nization filled out a questionnaire designed by ICHCAP and submitted it in the form 
of a report. The participants in the investigation created a field study team that was 
dispatched for one year to photograph, document, and study the diverse traditions 
of tugging rituals and games that were taking place.

Foundations were made to safeguard, transmit, and study each case by investigating 
and filling out a comprehensive questionnaire that included an overview of the partic-
ular tugging ritual or game, its current state of transmission, the performance process, 
related ceremonies and events, as well as various other data. The field study teams 
recorded information by interviewing performers and transmitters of each tugging 
ritual or game and secured audiovisual materials, including still and moving images.

Vietnamese Study

The Vietnamese site survey team was composed of members of the Vietnamese Institute 
of Culture and Art Studies. The team investigated tug-of-war festivals in Huu Chap 
Village in Bac Ninh Province, the Tich Son Festival in Vinh Phuc Province, and the 
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Long Tong Festival in Laco Cai Province. In addition, Houng Canh Village was visited 
twice for investigation. 

The Houng Canh tug‐of‐war festival in 2013 was held for three days, 12 to 14 February, 
during which time the team visited, observed, interviewed, photographed and filmed, 
and collected related literature. The second site survey at Houng Canh Village was in 
March to receive the community’s authentication and to supplement necessary infor-
mation. Second survey consisted primarily of in‐depth interviews with tug‐of‐war 
participants, village officials, and village elders to collect information that could not 
be obtained by mere participation and observation of the event.

Philippine Study

The Philippines’ site survey team included members of the National Commission for 
Culture and the Arts, the University of the Philippines. Traditional tug‐of‐war in the 
Philippines is performed as part of the Huowah Harvest Ritual in the second half of 
the year, which made site visits difficult during the duration of the project. Therefore, 
the investigation centered on the punnuk ritual performed during the Huowah Harvest 
Ritual. The primary site visit was conducted in March 2013 to interview punnuk par-
ticipants and collect related materials.

Punnuk is the sole tugging ritual performed in the Philippines as an agricultural 
ritual. Prior to the investigation, no in‐depth investigation was performed on punnuk 
apart from some photos and newspaper articles. As a result, the punnuk-related mate-
rial collected by the site survey team was limited.

The primary site visit of Ifugao Province was conducted on 16 and 17 March 2013. 
Specifically the team visited those regions that still perform punnuk and the Huowah 
Harvest Ritual—Barangay Hapao Proper, Barangay Ba‐ang, and Barangay Nungulunan. 
They interviewed punnuk participants. Additional data was collected through a second 
site visit to participate in the punnuk ritual while photographing and filming the ritual.

Cambodian Study

ICHCAP entered an agreement with the Ministry of Culture and Fine Art of Cambodia 
to conduct the study. The site survey team included staff from the Royal University 
of Fine Art and the Ministry of Culture and Fine Art and headed by the President of 
Royal University of Fine Art, Bong Sovath.

Traditional tugging rituals and games in Cambodia are performed during the Chlong 
Chet Festival (Cambodian New Year’s Festival) in mid‐April. Chong Chet takes place 
at the beginning of rice cultivation for the year, and the team participated in the tra-
ditional tugging rituals and games performed during the festival period. However 
because most regions performed tug‐of‐war on the last day of the New Year period, 15 
April, research on other regions apart from Siem Reap Province was conducted through 
written and phone interviews and investigation into existing literature.

POST-STUDY ACTIVITIES

The findings collected and studied during the investigation projects in Cambodia, the 
Philippines, and Vietnam were presented by the members of the site survey teams 
at the International Symposium on Traditional Rituals and Games in East Asia held 
from 11 to 14 April 2013 in Dangjin City, the Republic of Korea. This symposium was a 
part of the 2013 Gijisi Tugging Rituals and Games Folk Festival. ICHCAP and Dangjin 
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City co-hosted the symposium to have in-depth discussions on the ways to cooper-
ate to share, disseminate, and transmit Southeast Asian tugging rituals and games. 

At the symposium, the current status of traditional tugging rituals and games in 
the Republic of Korea and Japan were covered through presentation sessions. The tug-
ging rituals and games practices in the two countries had already been managed in 
the countries’ ICH safeguarding systems. It was noted that in the Republic of Korea, 
two kinds of tugging rituals and games were recognized as national intangible her-
itage items and four kinds were inscribed as local intangible heritage elements. In 
addition, many traditional tugging rituals and games are in different areas through-
out the Republic of Korea. 

Researchers of the Tokyo National Research Institute of Cultural Properties also 
stated during their presentations that twenty kinds of traditional tugging rituals and 
games are recognized as intangible folk cultural properties nationally and locally in 
Japan. Some of these rituals and games are performed as a single event while others 
are part of a larger form of event or ceremony. 

Through the symposium, participants were able to see both the diversity and com-
monality among various tugging rituals and games in East Asia. The tugging events in 
this region are mostly linked with agricultural rituals, even if some are partly related 
to fishery and commerce. Moreover, community spirit arising from the hope of its 
unity and bounty can be seen from most of the tugging practices whereas their forms 
and modes of practice differ because of their different environments and histories.

The 2013 symposium became a lever to share the significance of safeguarding tra-
ditional tug-of-war practiced in Asia among the four countries such as Cambodia, 
the Philippines, the Republic of Korea, and Vietnam, leading to discussions about 
the possibility of a joint inscription to the UNESCO ICH lists for traditional tugging 
rituals and games. 

TOWARD INSCRIPTION

After the symposium, the Cultural Heritage Administration of the Republic of Korea 
tugging rituals and games representatives of Cambodia, the Philippines, and Vietnam 
held two intergovernmental conferences in October and December 2013. Experts, 
practitioners, and public officers in the field of intangible heritage joined in these con-
ferences and devoted their energy mostly to completing the application form for the 
joint inscription. Since it was the first time for the four countries to prepare a joint 
inscription application, various discussions, examinations, and reviews on it were 
undertaken. The application by the four countries with relevant videos, photos, and 
materials was submitted in March 2014 by the Government of the Republic of Korea 
as the representative participant to the UNESCO Secretariat for the International 
Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage under the 2003 Convention.

A follow-up symposium on tugging rituals and games in Asia was held in 2015. At 
the symposium, Thai tugging traditions was added as a theme for the event’s presen-
tations. Researchers of Chulalongkorn University presented their study on chak-ka-yer, 
a tugging tradition of Thailand. They introduced Thai tugging events in two catego-
ries. One is the chak-ka-yer performed as pulling a rope between two sides of people, 
and the other is the chak-ka-yer practiced with a vehicle or a domestic animal in the 
middle of two opposing teams tugging a rope. They also explained a tug-of-war related 
festival called Chak Phra held in southern Thailand.

Tugging rituals and games, as proposed by Cambodia, the Philippines, the Republic 
of Korea, and Vietnam, was inscribed on UNESCO’s Representative List of the Intangible 
Cultural Heritage of Humanity at the tenth Session of the Intergovernmental Committee 
for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage held in Namibia from 30 
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November to 4 December 2015. The joint inscription of the Tugging Rituals and Games 
of Cambodia, the Philippines, the Republic of Korea, and Vietnam on the UNESCO 
ICH lists not only raised awareness of the need to safeguard these elements but also 
served as an important opportunity to experience need for international solidarity 
for safeguarding humanity’s intangible heritage.

Tugging Rituals and Games: A Common Element, Diverse Approaches is the second install-
ment to the Living Heritage Series, following the first publication, Traditional Medicine: 
Sharing Experiences from the Field. It is the result of the previous site survey work and 
the international symposiums held in cooperation with Dangjin City since 2012. The 
publication project was organized and completed by gathering updated articles writ-
ten by authors from six countries who participated in the symposiums and the field 
work. In addition, a Ukrainian author also contributed to this publication. Even though 
Ukraine is a part of East Europe, this supplement can offer a glimpse into understand-
ing other regional tugging rituals and games, apart from Asia. 

This publication was completed with the help of many people and organizations 
that contributed in various ways. In this regard, I would like to express my gratitude 
to the following people:

Siyonn Sophearith (Director of Statistics and Planning of the Ministry of Culture and 
Fine Arts, Cambodia, and Lecturer, Cambodia’s Royal University of Fine Arts), Rotha 
Chy (Chief of Academic Affairs, Cambodia’s Royal University of Fine Arts), Cecilia 
Picache (Planning Officer, National Commission for Culture and the Arts, Philippines), 
Norma A. Respicio (Professor Emeritus of the Department Art Studies, University 
of the Philippines), Le Thi Minh Ly (Director, Center for Research and Promotion of 
Cultural Heritage in Vietnam), Nguyen Kim Dung (Chief, ICH Management Division, 
Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism, Vietnam), Thuy Do (Head of Policy Studies 
and Cultural Management Division, VICAS), Thi Thu Ha Nguyen (PhD, VICAS), Hoshino 
Hiroshi (Emeritus Researcher, National Research Institute for Cultural Properties, 
Tokyo, Japan), Migiwa Imaish (Researcher, National Research Institute for Cultural 
Properties, Tokyo, Japan) Chuchchai Gomaratut (Associate Professor, Chulalongkorn 
University) and his colleagues, Dawnhee Yim (Chair Professor, Dongguk University), 
Sangmee Park (Professor, Hankuk University of Foreign Studies), Hanhee Hahm 
(Honorary Professor, Chonbuk National University), Yongho Heo (Research Professor, 
Korea University), Hyungho Jung (Professor, Chung-ang University), Yang-Myeong Han 
(Professor, Andong National University), Yon-hak Jung (Senior Curator, the National 
Folk Museum of Korea).

Last but not least, I also express my appreciation to Daeyoung Go (Curator, Dangjin 
City), Gaura Mancacaritadipura (Chairman, National Wayang Secretariat, Indonesia), 
and ICHCAP staff, Jinhee Oh and Michael Peterson as well as former staff members, 
Heejin Park and Hajin Ryu.
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Chapter 1

Traditional Tug-of-War as Shared 
Intangible Cultural Heritage in East Asia

Yon-hak Jung
Se n io r  Cu ra to r,  th e  Na tio na l  Fo l k  M use u m  o f  Ko re a



The tug-of-war is one of the most well-known intangible cultural heritage 
elements that represent the Republic of Korea. Tug-of-war games were widely 
enjoyed by people across the country before the 1930s and 1940s. During the 
1960s, the tug-of-war came under the protection of the Cultural Heritage 

Conservation Policy and has been appointed and is being managed by local and national 
governments. Locally, eight tug-of-war traditions have been inscribed on the national 
inventory list. Moreover, compared to other ICH element studies, of the element has 
been significantly researched.

Tug-of-war is a cultural heritage element of many East Asian nations, and these 
nations are preparing to nominate the element to the UNESCO Representative List of 
the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. In this context, the goal of this paper is 
to discover universal traits in tug-of-war traditions in East Asia. However, besides the 
Republic of Korea and Japan, there is insufficient research on tug-of-war traditions in 
the region, which limits the scope of this presentation. In case of China, despite the 
existence of various records on tug-of-war in literature, the tradition as it exists in 
China today seems to be more of a sports match than a ritual event. I would also like 
to mention that this paper is a draft based on document records, the Internet, and the 
academic symposium hosted by Gijisi Tug-of-War Conservation Institute.

MAIN DISCOURSE

Tug-of-War and the Term of War

There are many names given to a tug-of-war. However, it is very interesting that the 
word “war” exists in both English and Korean terminology. In English, it is called “tug-
of-war.” In Sino-Korean characters, it is called galjeon (葛戰) or sakjeon (索戰). Moreover 
in Korean, tug-of-war includes terms such as ‘rope commander’ and ‘flag’, which sug-
gest a relationship to war in the ritual. In the case of China, although there are no 
terms that directly suggest war, there are many titles for tug-of-war, such as gugang (鉤
強), gyeongu (牽鉤), sigoo (施鉤), and tagoo (拖鉤), which originate from tools used during 
naval battles of the Oh and Cho kingdoms. In addition, in The Journal of Bong (封氏聞
見錄), Bong Yeon of the Dang dynasty writes,  “A tug-of-war is called balha (拔河). On 
the day of the first full moon, people are divided into two teams and compete in a tug-
of-war using double knotted ropes made of bamboo bark. This ritual originates from 
imitating the war between Cho and Oh.” This indicates that ha (河) in balha relates to 
a naval battle. The expression of war in English is indicative of the intense struggles 
that match those in battles during a war. On the other hand, in Japan, a tug-of-war 
is called tsunahikari (綱引き), which more literally describes the act of pulling ropes.

Geographical Distribution of Tug-of-War

Tug-of-war practices are found in the Americas, Africa, and Europe, but they are primar-
ily concentrated in Northeast Asia and Southeast Asia—Cambodia, China, Indonesia, 
Japan, Republic of Korea, Laos, Myanmar, Taiwan, and Thailand. Since these nations 
have large agricultural sectors, tug-of-war matches are generally recognized as games 
played by rice farmers. In Japan, too, the tug-of-war is heavily concentrated around 
the Kyuyshu area, where rice farming is well developed. Also, the Hyungcho region of 
China, which is thought to be where the tug-of-war began in China, is also a center 
of rice farming. Angkor Wat of Khmer, which has a tug-of-war wall bas relief, is also 
a traditional center of rice farming. Tug-of-war is also found among slash and burn 
farmers of Southeast Asia, but it is generally distributed heavily in rice farming regions. 
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Kariwano tug-of-war in 
2016 © Dangjin City 

Therefore, it is regarded as a custom of agricultural farmers. The same is the case with 
the Republic of Korea.

Looking at a survey on tug-of-war from the 1930s, out of 161 locations surveyed, tug-
of-war traditions were found mostly in the southern region of the Korean peninsula, 
where rice farming was prevalent. Also, tug-of-war is not found in Hamgyeongbuk-do, 
which is not a rice farming area, and this further corroborates the hypothesis that tug-
of-war was mostly done in rice-farming regions. In terms of distribution by province, 
the share of rice faming in the Republic of Korea is as follows: Jeolla-do, Gyeongsang-do, 
and Chungcheong-do are about 70 percent; Gyeonggi-do and Gangwon-do, about 50 
percent; and Hwanghae-do, Pyeongan-do, and Hamgyeong-do, about 20 percent. It is 
speculated that such a phenomenon is due to the fact that the main materials to make 
a rope for tug-of-war was rice straw, along with kudzu, silver grass, and bamboo bark 
as supplementary materials.

However, the rope that first appeared in the records of Northeast Asian litera-
ture sources was made not of rice straw but of bamboo bark, kudzu vines, and silver 
grass. Also, tug-of-war in Japan and Korea was not confined exclusively to rice farm-
ing regions. Therefore, attributing the use of rice straw to explain this phenomenon 
appears to have insufficient validation.

Today, the rope for tug-of-war is made mostly of straw, and this is why some people 
relate tug-of-war directly to rice farming. However, in the mountain and coastal areas, 
kudzu vines, hemp, and bamboo were used instead of straw. In addition, even in rice 
farming areas, using rice straw, which was used for a lot of different purposes, must 
have not been easy. Therefore, hemp cloth, kudzu vines, and dried grass were also used 
in addition to rice straw. It appears that straw was used for making ropes as rice farm-
ing using waterways became more common and straw became more readily available. 
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Donggookyeojiseunglam (A Travel Record of Eastern Nations) introduces a tug-of-war on 
Jeju Island, and it is clear that rice straw was not used.

Using arrowroot rope is prominent in the Youngnam region, and the tug-of-war in 
this region was called galjeon. In fact, the main materials used to make a rope in the 
eastern coastal areas of Korea, such as Wooljin and Youngil in Gyeongsangbuk-do, were 
kudzu and hemp, with bark from bamboo and other trees as supplements. Kudzu and 
hemp ropes were used as ropes for boating after the tug-of-war was over because these 
materials are stronger than straw. However, using kudzu to make ropes was not a gen-
eral practice and was used only when straw was not available because of a bad harvest.

The ropes are also made of straw in Japan, where they have tug-of-war in January 
and August. However, in Kagoshima Prefecture, both kudzu and straw are used together 
or silver grass is used. In Yakujima, kudzu is used to make the rope spine, and the mix-
ture of silver grass and straw is used to cover the spine.

The ropes in China were also made of bamboo and hemp. The Journal of Bong reports 
that, bamboo strips were once used but that hemp was used during Dang dynasty and 
its length was forty to fifty strips (one strip is 3.03 m). Hyungchosesigi by Jongreum 
indicates that in ancient tug-of-war matches, a rope made of bamboo bark was hung 
across several li (里) between two ridges of a rice field and people pulled the rope at 
the sound of a drum.

According to Professor Sakurai Tatsuhiko, although tug-of-war in Asia was pre-
dominantly played by rice farmers, others people such as slash and burn farmers, 
hunters, and fishermen also enjoyed tug-of-war. And this proposes a new theory that 
the tug-of-war was enjoyed by both farmers and fishermen in East Asia. Evidence for 
this theory was that, in Japan, tug-of-war traditions are heavily concentrated along 
the coastal area. In fact, tug-of-war is not only played on land but also at sea, where 
not only a big harvest of rice but also a big catch of fish was prayed for. However, in 
places where fishing is the only industry, a case of tug-of-war has not been found. In 
the coastal region of Gangwon-do and Gyeongsang-do in eastern Korea, the goal of 
the tug-of-war ritual is to pray for a good harvest. There are some cases where the 
custom of loading a boat with ropes represented a good catch of fish, but there are no 
cases of fishermen doing tug-of-war.

My opinion is that the tug-of-war is a traditional custom of farming regions and 
that straw and other readily obtained materials were used to make ropes. Then, as rice 
farming improved and many acquired a ready supply of straw, rice straw was exclu-
sively used to make ropes. However, in the mountain regions where it is hard to obtain 
straw, other materials, such as kudzu, hemp, and silver grass, were used to make ropes.

The ropes used in tug-of-war differ depending on the number of participants. In the 
Republic of Korea, ropes used in tug-of-war in farming communities are short because 
of the limited number of participants. However, in the tug-of-war where many farming 
communities participate, the ropes are longer. In addition, a tug-of-war with long ropes 
was played in special cases, when there was a special celebration or the possibility of 
calamities, such as famine and diseases but not as an annual event. Therefore, unlike 
the tug-of-war that was played after the ceremony for the first full moon in January, 
these matches were held during the day and had strong entertainment qualities. A 
rope longer than 100 m appears in Chinese literature for use during communal events.
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Korea, the Final Destination in the Tug-of-War Silk Road

There are many forms of tug-of-war in the Republic of Korea such as single rope, twin 
ropes, and multiple ropes. They represent the locality and diversity in different regions, 
but they all contain culturally universal elements. Such is the case in other East Asian 
countries. In Japan, single rope is predominant. In Okinawa, however, twin rope is 
dominant. There is a record of twin ropes in Chinese records, and today some nomadic 
minority races in China play multiple rope games. They play a single-rope game, too, 
but it appears in a modern sport game. In the case of Southeast Asia, a single rope 
tug-of-war is the predominant form.

Dragon (Snake), the Water God

The idea of a rope invokes images of a dragon or male genitalia. We recognize the rope 
in the tug-of-war as the dragon rope, and the head of single rope is the dragon head 
while the end of the rope is the dragon tail. In Hoenseong, Gangwong-do, people hang 
scales on the rope to visually reconstruct a dragon. In case of twin ropes, they assign 
gender to ropes, one rope is the female dragon and the other is the male dragon. They 
also see the tug-of-war as a fight between two dragons or sometimes between a dragon 
and tiger.

The tendency to look at the rope as a dragon is found in China, Thailand, and Laos. 
The rope in Japan and Cambodia represents a snake, and this is also the case in some 
places in the Republic of Korea, such as Gwacheon, where it is called imoogyi. Dragon 
and snakes are often understood in the same context because of the belief that when a 
snake ascends to heaven, it becomes a dragon. Imoogyi is a snake that failed to ascend 
to heaven, and it is usually viewed as harmful as there is a belief that it causes harm to 
compensate for his sorrow of not ascending to heaven. In Japan, there is a case where 
people throw the snake into the sea after the tug-of-war is over to comfort the soul of 
imoogyi and to ward off bad luck. This is done every year as a ritual.

The fact that rope is a symbol of dragon is conspicuously revealed in the handling 
of ropes. In the area around the River Han in the Republic of Korea, after tug-of-war 
is over, the ropes are placed on the frozen river so that they can be washed away to 
sea when the ice melts. In many other areas in Korea, people consider it a good sign 
when the ropes are washed away to the sea. The ritual is the act of sending the dragon 
back home. In some areas of Gyeonggi-do, the ropes are placed around a stream so 
that the dragon can stay near water. In Jookjeon, Yongin, people believe that using 
the ropes to block the dams make water more abundant and prevent drought. They 
believe they get help of from the dragon, who is a water god. Also related to the idea 
of water is that the tug-of-war was part of a drought ritual because the act of pulling 
at both ends was thought to induce a fight between two dragons in the heavens, which 
would result in clouds and ultimately rain.

In Jeollabuk-do region, the act of coiling a string around Dangsan after the tug-of-
war is over is a reproductive ritual, symbolizing sexual acts. It is also thought of as a 
dragon belief where people would bring a dragon to the village and pray for peace and 
good harvest. Also, it could be viewed as symbol of abundance and fertility through 
combining of the god of farming and the dragon god that determines good harvests. 
The secondary symbolic meaning was to view it as prayer for good harvest for a year 
through sexual acts of dragon gods around Dangsan, which marks and defines the 
territory of the community.

In the Nghe An region in Vietnam, people of Con Cuong have been practicing a 
ritual to pray for rain called “Pulling dragon tails.” Thais used to believe that drought 
occurs when the dragon was sleeping too long or locked underground, and therefore 
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Male and female ropes of Gijisi 
tug-of-war © Yon-hak Jeong 

they had to wake up the dragon by pulling its tail. After the tug-of-war is over, people 
in the village would bury the tail that symbolized the dragon’s tail and leave the place 
as a holy ground. Then they would perform a ritual of beating drums to represent the 
sound of thunder and pray for a good harvest.

Stem, the Symbol of Genitalia

In the Republic of Korea and China, the ropes made by twisting symbolize a close bond 
and strong act of interlocking. In this respect, the rope not only represents dragon 
and snakes but also symbolizes the penis or sexual intercourse. That is, as genitalia 
are the root of all reproduction, the rope symbolizes the power of production. Also, 
the act of pulling a rope symbolizes sexual intercourse and is a kind of black magic 
that prays for good harvest through direct imitation of sexual acts.

The meaning of genitalia symbolized by rope is also revealed in the process of han-
dling ropes. Crossing a rope in storage means pregnancy; if a sterile woman eats the 
boiled rope, she becomes pregnant. All these myths express the reproductive function 
of the rope as a sexual organ. In addition, if people hang a rope on the roof or at the 
gate, evil cannot enter their house. If a sick person eats it boiled, he or she is cured. 
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Men’s tug-of-war in water, 
Cangyuan County, Yunnan 
Province, China © Ye Limin

These myths are also created to suppress evil and yin using the power of yang. In Suseo, 
Jiriji of China wrote “according to folklore, tug-of-war can defeat evil.”

In Buan, Jeongeup and Gimje of Jeollabuk-do, people coil dangsan (trees and stones) 
with ropes after tug-of-war is over. They lay a female rope on the ground and then lay 
a male rope over it. This is represents sexual intercourse.

Tug-of-War between Two Genders and Imitation of Sexual Acts

Tug-of-war in Asia is general done by dividing men and women into teams. Of course, 
tugs-of-war are also played by dividing communal spaces into east-west, north-south, 
and up-down regardless of gender, but east, north, and up are viewed as male, and 
west, south, and down are regarded as female. In gender divisions, the female victory is 
considered a prediction for a good harvest. Female fertility is related to fertility in agri-
culture (good harvest). Tug-of-war matches between two genders are common in Asia.

In Huu Chap of Bac Ninh, Vietnam, tug-of-war matches are between unmarried 
males and females. The male team symbolizes yang and a dry season while the female 
team represents yin and a rainy season. Despite the high chance of the male team 
winning, the female team is usually allowed to win to pray for a good harvest. Such 
ritualistic acts often occur among minority races in Thailand.

In Cambodia, usually men and women are divided to play tug-of-war. In this case, 
it is worth noting that there are more females than males. In terms of strategy, each 
team places the strongest person either in the middle or at the end, and often one of 
the male team members plays a drum or gong, standing in the middle as the two teams 
face each other. The role of the person holding the musical instrument is to cheer for 
the team. They play music faster to encourage their team members. In a single rope 
tug-of-war in Jeollabuk-do, Korea, young single males are included on the female team 
to determine the win fairly, but the act of including young males in the female rope 
indirectly plays in favor for the female victory.
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In Tich Son Village, Vinh, Vietnam, people believe the east team, the male team, 
winning is a sign for a good harvest. In this male-only game on 3 January on the lunar 
calendar, they pull the ropes in an east-west direction. They divide the teams with 
female rope in the west and male rope in the east. A win by the female rope would 
signal a good harvest for that year. Unlike other regions, older males are placed in the 
east and the young males in the west. According to traditional Vietnamese belief, a 
win by the east team signals a good harvest, and therefore, the east team was allowed 
to win. It seems to imply male genitalia worship.

In Korean twin rope tug-of-war, ropes are given gender and the tug-of-war rep-
resents sexual intercourse. Therefore, connecting two ropes symbolizes combining 
two sexes and represents fertility and a good harvest. When female and male ropes 
interlock, it is a direct representation of sexual intercourse. It takes a long time for the 
two ropes to combine. In China, the act of lowering and stretching your body when 
pulling ropes is viewed as symbolizing sexual intercourse. As such, tug-of-war in all 
cases functions as a prayer for fertility and good harvest though sexual intercourse 
of male and female.

The tug-of-war in Okinawa also reveals an imitative act of sexual intercourse and 
the goal is to pray for rain. That is, rain is considered semen in a sexual relationship. 
Song Seokha viewed the tug-of-war of Myanmar also as a kind of black magic to pray 
for rain. In Korea, there are cases of playing tug-of-war during draught. This is con-
sidered, as mentioned before, as a way to entice dragons to produce rain.

The goal in tug-of-war is to pray for good harvest. In a poem by Jang Seol of the 
Dang dynasty, it is written “Spring came and tug-of-war is being played, the goal is 
to hope for good harvest in fall,” indicating the goal of tug-of-war. In Suseo, Jiriji also 
wrote that the tug-of-war goal is a good harvest.

Seasonal Game

In the Republic of Korea, tug-of-war is most widely played during the first full-moon 
day (jeongwol daeboreum) although it is often played on the first day of February on 
the lunar calendar and on Dano, Chuseok (Korean Thanksgiving), and other holidays. 
Similarly, it is played at the beginning of the year in China and Southeast Asia. In 
Japan, the timing varies by region.

In China, although traditional tug-of-war has been lost, it was played on the first 
full moon day according to historic documents, because spring is the planting season 
and planting means wishes for an abundant harvest later in the year.

The Japanese tug-of-war is distributed in Okinawa and northeast regions and played 
at different times. In northeast Japan (Aomori and Akita), the tug-of-war takes place 
on the first full-moon day, as it does in the Republic of Korea. The tug of war happens 
at other times as well, on 15 July and August in Kansai (Chiba and Ibaraki), on Chuseok 
in Kyushu, and in June, which is the harvest season, in Okinawa. In conclusion, tug-
of-war is always played for the New Year in accordance with the agricultural calendar 
since June to August is the harvest season as well as the planting season in Okinawa.

The table oby Dr. Sougawa Suneo and Sakurai Tazuhiko n the next page shows tugs-
of-war in Southeast Asia. Although it is fragmented, it demonstrates that there is a 
link between Southeast Asian and Korean tug-of-war in that it is a game in which men 
and women as separate teams draw a rope. Furthermore, it is played during a ritual 
for rain, not throughout the year.

In Laos, tug-of-war is an agricultural ritual before the spring planting, and the rope 
is a symbol of a snake. Also, people tend to believe that female-team win indicates 
that the year will be abundant. In Cambodia, people enjoy tug-of-war for three days in 
mid-April during the New Year Festival. The Khmer call tug-of-war teanhprot, which 
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means “pulling a rope.” Anyone can participate in the tug-of-war at large public places, 
such as a Buddhist religious house. It is played without age or gender distinctions, and 
the thickness of the rope is about that of a wrist. The origin of tug-of-war in Cambodia 
comes from a bas-relief at Angkor Wat, which includes a depiction of gods and devils 
playing tug-of-war holding a big snake with five heads to stir up the Ocean of Milk. 
This isn’t to decide victory or defeat but to start a devil, Soma, through the alternating 
motion of a rope, which stirs up harmfulness. Thus, it is different from the tug-of-war 
of agricultural villages. A similar relief of the ninth century is found in Punjab, India.

The purpose of the Ocean of Milk by gods and devils is an attempt to free pre-
cious objects lost from within, including the elixir of immortality called amrita. It 
is well-known that this myth was imitated by the ancient capital built in the late 
twelfth century in Cambodia in accordance with findings of gods and evils reliefs at 
the entrance of the capital.

Table 1: Tugs-of-war in Southeast Asia

Country Time and Location Method Occupation

Taiwan Ami Tribe Chestnut cultivation, millet 
harvest/storage for heads 
of hunted animals

Slash and burn

Malaysia Island of Borneo Planting rice seed on the 
Slash and burn

Male/Female Slash and burn

Indonesia, Taninbal Island Planting in November, 
Prekaje (congratulation 
on the sexual union of 
heaven and earth

Male/Female Slash and burn

India Asam Ao·Naga Tribe After planting rice/
sward beans

Male/Female Slash and burn

Bali Island Denpasar New Year (late March), 
using hemp palms

Male/Female Rice farming

Malaysia New Year Male/Female Rice farming

Cambodia New Year (April) 
Water Festival

Male/Female Rice farming

Laos New Year (April) 
Water Festival

Male/Female Rice farming

Thailand Sham tribe New Year (April) Water 
Festival, Ritual for Rain

Male/Female Rice farming

China, 
Winnanseong Dai tribe

New Year (April) 
Water Festival

Male/Female Rice farming

Vietnam 3 January (Donkin Plain) 
15 January (Thai Tribe)

Male/Female Rice farming
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Wishes for Peace and Union in Village

Understanding tug-of-war as a cultural phenomenon in East Asia, including the Republic 
of Korea, can be difficult if we focus on rice farming or rice straw. The tug-of-war is not 
only for farmers, but also for hunters and fishermen, which is a community play for all 
people, young and old, men and women. In this regard, the main purpose of tug-of-war 
is to wish for peace in the village.

The tug-of-war often takes place to prevent misfortune or drought. And this is 
also a common reason throughout the Republic of Korea (Gijisi, Eonyang, Cheongdo 
Hwayang, Samcheok, Gwacheon, Icheon, and other places). Similarly, there are many 
cases of wishing for rain in East Asian countries. The tug-of-war fights off misfortune. 
People believe that the power of a community can prevent misfortune. For instance, 
the Samcheok tug-of-war is a wish for peace and unity in the village.

Before playing tug-of-war, people walk around the village holding a rope. This sce-
nario represents a dragon flying into the sky. This is also considered as a form of vitality 
for a new born dragon as well as safety of the dragon. This performance is similar to 
jisibapgi, and both the tug-of-war and jisinbapgi wish for peace and tranquility in the 
village. Similar examples of this appear in Japan.

In Japan, there is a performance of walking around the village holding a rope before 
the tug-of-war. In particular, the performance of pulling a rope up and down and right 
and left is considered a snake in Yakujima, Japan. Further examples of this performance 
in Japan are in Kagosima, Fukuoka, and Chikugo. People walk around the village to 
wish for peace and prevent misfortune in the village, so it can be reasoned that the 
tug-of-war is not for fighting itself.

The relationship between the tug-of-war and fortune-telling for a good harvest in 
the coming year was formed as tug-of-war had been transformed from a performance 
of walking around the village holding a rope. There is another meaning in tug-of-war: 
people tend to pull a rope until the rope is broken. Dong-guk-yeojiseungram says 
that the tug-of-war in Jeju continued until the rope broke, and this is also the case 
in Kagosima, Japan. It is considered a part of yongjageuk to pull a rope and chop the 
rope up after the performance.

In Cambodia, a tug-of-war goes on for five to ten rounds and is repeated until one 
team gives up. This game has a strong religious meaning to refresh the New Year and 
recreate the universe.

CONCLUSION

Various types of tug-of-war are in the Republic of Korea. There are different types of 
ropes and playing methods in different regions, such as ssangjul, oejul, and gejul. In 
addition, the tug-of-war is not only a game but also a ritual that unites villages.

Japanese scholars have researched the characteristics of tug-of-war in East Asia. 
Dr. Sougawa Tsuneo (寒天恒夫) asserts that the characteristics of tug-of-war in East 
Asia are: 

• participation in rice farming zones
• use of rice straw
• participation on the first full moon day (beginning of farming)
• inclusion of dragon (China and South Korea) and snake (Japan) references
• wishes for abundance and fortune telling, a community spirit function 
• abundant harvests based on the female team winning
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Dr. Sakurai classifies seven common points of tug-of-war among farmers, such as 
slash-and-burn farmers and rice farmers using water, in Asian regions. 

• agricultural ritual for abundance
• fortune telling for the new year’s harvest
• symbolic act of sexual association
• gender preference, it means a good harvest
• concept of sexual union of heaven and earth
• folkway to pray for rain through a union of two ropes
• understanding rope as dragon or snake

These concepts are not different from those of Dr. Joogeun Jang and Dr. Takgyu Kim, 
Korean scholars who study Korean tug-of-war. Dr. Jang, however, suggests that addi-
tional characters of Korean tug-of-war, such as productivity of full moon and a ritual 
act, symbolizes male-female copulation as a ritual act to wish for an abundant harvest.

The origin of tug-of-war is categorized into Chinese theory, Southeast Asian theory, 
Indian theory, dual-directional theory, and natural growth theory. First, Chinese 
theory says that the tug-of-war in Japan and the Republic of Korea was transmitted 
from China based on the sixth-century hyeongchosesigi, which is the first record of 
tug-of-war, and this theory is commonly adopted. However, Chinese tug-of-war is 
now performed by minorities and is not a seasonal folk tradition but a competition 
as an event of the Minorities Traditional Sport Festival. Recently, there has been a 
tendency to represent the traditional tug-of-war according to the local newspaper’s 
records in the past. In this regard, Imdamhyeon in Gamsukseong is the most repre-
sentative region in China. There are, however, similarities between traditional Korean 
and Chinese tug-of-war, as both types use two ropes, and people tend to predict a 
good harvest depending on the victor of the match. Furthermore, both use hemp or 
bamboo for rope materials. It is, however, difficult to understand the culture fully 
due to limited documents as well as discontinuity of traditional tug-of-war culture.

In accordance with Southeast Asian theory, tug-of-war comes from Indonesia, Laos, 
Cambodia, and Myanmar, which are all known for rice farming. For this reason, the tug-
of-war of both Korea and Southeast Asia are deeply related to agriculture. Furthermore, 
there are other similarities: people tend to consider rope as a dragon or snake; the tug-
of-war is seen as sexual act; and if female team wins, there must be a good harvest. 

Indian theory demonstrates that the tug-of-war originated from Indian Esoteric 
Buddhism and was handed down from Okinawa to Korea. This would mean that the 
tug-of-war is not related to rice farming but to the spread of religion. Although this 
theory is new, it is difficult to answer the tug-of-war (game on river or sea) theory and 
agricultural regional distribution. It is also possible that the tug-of-war originated 
in Korea. Dual-directional theory has found that regions spread the tug-of-war and 
that they are similar to rice farming regions; there is, however, no demonstration on 
its route and time. Nonetheless, it is commonly understood that tug-of-war belongs 
to agricultural civilization.

Today, there is a tug-of-war culture in mountain and sea villages. However, as 
there is no tug-of-war culture in sea villages that specialize solely on fishing, it can 
be accepted that tug-of-war is based on agricultural societies. Even if tug-of-war 
is held in a sea village, it is about wishing for an abundant harvest. Thus, today’s 
tug-of-war in the Republic of Korea is an important culture based on agriculture, 
mountains, and sea villages.

Tug-of-war is a communal heritage as a part of agricultural rituals in East Asia. 
Traditional tug-of-war has similarities, differences, and creativeness according to its 
own culture, weather, and environment. We are now aware of its desperate need of 
preservation as society rapidly changes.
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Chapter 2

Teanh Prot: Tug-of-War in Cambodia
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God Vishnu helping the gods and demons  to churn 
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F or Cambodians, like many peoples in Asia, rice is indispensable and firmly 
attached to socio-religious life of the people. Besides being the principle daily 
staple, rice—either husked or unhusked, cooked or uncooked—is a necessary 
ritual material in every religious ceremony. Interestingly, rice is considered 

to be female in gender. By nurturing an individual person in the form of cooked rice, 
she is considered Preah Me (August Mother). In addition, rice is venerated in the form 
of a goddess called Neang Propei.1 She is worshipped for good harvest and prosperity. 
Neang Propei is no doubt a local adoption/adaptation of the Indian God of Wealth 
and Prosperity, Vaishravana. Such complex socio-religious aspects involved with rice 
demonstrate how important rice was and is in everyday life of rice-farming commu-
nities, concerning how to obtain enough rice for each year. Besides various techniques 
and tools that were created, rituals and games are also performed to reassure suffi-
ciency of rice. For Cambodian rice-farming communities, those rituals and games are 
associated with animistic beliefs or are animistic oriented. Examples of these include 
Loeng Neak Ta, Da Lean, and Chlong Chet.2

When the time comes, each community, led by the village elders, performs these 
ritual ceremonies accordingly. Roughly speaking, the Loeng Neak Ta ceremony is a 
communal ceremony performed to propitiate Neak Ta or to bring villagers good health 
and prosperity—that is, enough rain for rice cultivation and good crops. Neak Ta is, 
in short, an indigenous god of the earth, symbolizing the village and villagers’ lands. 
He can be represented in various forms in a small hut, a broken statue, a rock, ter-
mite hill, etc. 

Da Lean is a harvest ritual and is performed after the harvest. Sometimes a ritual 
of making mountains of rice (poun phnom srov) is also performed. The rice for making 
the mountain will be brought to the local wat (Buddhist monastery); making rice 
mountains symbolizes an abundance of rice in the coming year. In this ceremony is 
an additional ceremony called hau prolung srov (calling the souls of rice). In Cambodian 
belief, an individual Khmer person is believed to have nineteen souls. These souls 
are fragile and can escape from the body easily. When a soul escapes from the body, 
the person becomes sick. It is, therefore, important to keep the entire complement of 
souls in the body. A person with complete souls is healthy. Thus, when some souls are 
believed to have escaped the body, a ritual is performed to call back the escaped souls. 
Due to its close contact with the people, rice is also believed to have souls. Therefore, 
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before cultivating seed rice, which is used for growing, a ritual to call the souls of rice 
is undergone with a similar purpose—that is, to make the rice healthy. Once the seed 
rice is healthy, it produces good crops. 

Chlong Chet, is performed shortly after the New Year (mid-April) to mark the start 
of rice cultivating season. The ceremony marks the end of the previous year of both 
the lunar year and the rice cultivation year. Chet is the lunar month in which the New 
Year is celebrated. In terms of the annual cultivation cycle, it is the passage from the 
old rice-cultivation cycle year to the new one. As the term Chlong Chet signifies, it 
literally means “passing from the month of Chet.” The villagers believe that dangers 
such as snakebites would befall them if they dared to start working on their rice fields 
prior to the ceremony.

To mark specifically the end of this rice cultivation year, specific ritual games are 
played to bring good health, prosperity, and good harvest to the rice-cultivating com-
munity. One such game is teanh prot (pulling the rope), the main focus of this paper.

Although teanh prot is played along with other traditional games such as bos ang-
konh (throwing angkonh, a kind of nut), chol chhoung (throwing a wrapped scarf) and 
lak kanseng (hiding a handkerchief), teanh prot proves to be one of the most import-
ant ritual games played nation-wide. Every Cambodian has played or at least seen the 
game. Its popularity and prevalence in Cambodia indicate that its centuries-old cul-
tural background is deeply and firmly rooted in Cambodian agrarian society.

WHAT IS TEANH PROT?

In Khmer, the term teanh prot is a compound of teanh (pull) and prot (a type of rope 
traditionally made of woven strips of buffalo or cowhide). Thus, teanh prot literally 
means “to pull the rope made of the woven strips of the buffalo or cowhide.” However, 
different kinds of rope are used. Some materials include vine, woven rattans, or simply 
plastic rope. 

Teanh prot is played at the end of the Chlong Chet ceremony. The game is often 
played in open spaces of Buddhist monastery compounds, of a village, or just in front 
of someone’s house. Normally in the afternoon, a rope is brought to the contest area. 
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Giants of Angkor Thom causeway 
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A dividing line is drawn in the middle or simply a rope is tied with colored strings to 
mark the middle line. Two teams, normally male versus female, compete with each 
other. To start the game, each team holds the rope on each side of the dividing line. 
Then the referee counts from one to three; on three game play begins. Sometimes the 
referee may instigate the teams by sounding off thee yak calls. In such cases, each 
team responds with heouy after hearing the referee’s calls. Sometimes, the game is 
accompanied by a drum and a tror, a string instrument. The drummer plays an active 
role in the game. The drummer rolls to cheer the teams until one side wins. The tror 
is played only for the players and audience to sing and dance. When a team pulls the 
other over the drawn line, a winner is declared. 

As observed, there is no obvious verbal betting during the game. However, when a 
team wins the game, the team members run over to the losing team and use their but-
tocks to touch the bodies of the losing teams as if to wipe off the dirt. This act is known 
in Khmer as ket. Such a gesture is highly symbolic especially in rituals calling for rain. 

At the end of the game, the used rope is cut (pdach prot) in the middle or sometimes 
the rope brakes during game play. In many cases, since the rope is now bought from 
the market and is costly, it is only ritually assumed that the rope is broken or cut. The 
rope is then kept at the temple for the following year’s games. 

MAKING SENSE OF PAST MEMORY

A Folktale about the Teanh Prot

During field research in Siem Reap, I learned that teanh prot is a contest between 
gods and humans. It is said that if depending on which side wins, there will either be 
sufficient or insufficient rain. The game ends by giving humans wisdom. Villagers in 
Siem Reap acquainted with Angkor identify the giants at the entrance gates of Angkor 
Thom as Neak Ta Teanh Prot, which literally means, Neak Ta Tug the Rope.

A more sophisticated version worth mentioning is the account of the late monk 
Venerable Thong as told by Mr. Moa Mey. The story was published in 1953 in Kampuch 
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Tug-of-war between male and 
female teams, Kambo Or Village, 
Siem Reap © Siyonn Sophearith

Surya, a Cambodian journal. The story is a valuable and important source associated 
with teanh prot.3 

Text Translation

One day, a horde of demons who were jealous at the gods said that the gods were not 
as powerful as the demons and that the gods held higher positions due to favors of 
Lord Eisor (Shiva). The demons said that the gods would surely lose in a contest of 
strength. On hearing such comments, the gods boastfully said, “We are not afraid of 
you, demons, even if you are quite large. We are not at all afraid of you. We will take 
you up on a contest of strength, but no tricks would be allowed.” The demons and gods 
agreed to a contest of strength by pulling a rope. The wager was that if the demons 
won, they would hold higher positions than the gods. The game of pulling the rope was 
scheduled for the next day; the gods walked to and fro in front of Lord Eisor’s palace 
courtyard. When Valin (Lord of the Monkeys) learned of the contest, he suggested 
that the gods use the Naga (mythical multiple serpent) as the rope and to hold on the 
head end with the demons holding the tail end. While tugging, the gods should assign 
a god to tickle the belly of the Naga, which would prompt the Naga to move its tail, 
making the demons lose hold and thus lose to the gods. During the contest, using this 
strategy, the gods defeated the demons. 

Mr. Mao Mey, the storyteller, confirmed that he saw a bas-relief of Angkor Wat, a 
twelfth century temple that depicts the rope-pulling contest in which “the gods hold 
the head end of the Naga and the demons hold the tail.”4 It is not a surprise that the 
Indian myth of churning depicted on the ancient temples is often identified with the 
game of teanh prot.

Teanh Prot and Hindu Myth of the Churning of the Ocean of Milk

Both inscriptional and iconographic evidence show that the churning myth gained 
popularity in ancient Cambodia between the ninth and thirteenth centuries, and it 
was arguably even more popular in artistic representations than in India, the coun-
try of its origin.5 The first artistic churning representation dates at least to the end 
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of ninth century from Kutisvara, a Siem Reap temple. One of the big questions is to 
discover why this myth was so popular in ancient Cambodia. 

To better understand the reason, it is important to first look at the myth’s repre-
sentation in Cambodia and then delve deeper into the reason why. If we take a closer 
look at the churning depictions on the bas reliefs especially the leg movements, they 
can be classified into two types: the churning of the ocean and  the tugging of the ser-
pent rope. The Beng Mealea lintels of the twelfth century and a bas relief from Angkor 
clearly depict demons and gods churning the ocean of milk, whereas, the eleventh cen-
tury Prasat Snoeung and Ek Phnom lintels show the demons and gods tugging at each 
other. The Hindu myth of churning blended well with teanh prot or, in other words, the 
teanh prot co-existed or even preexisted the imported churning. Such claim is due to 
the fact that some communities are not Indianized like the Khmers. For instance, the 
Khmu people living in Laos, some ethnic groups in Vietnam, and others in Barangay 
Hapao, Ifugao Province, Philippines, also participate in tug-of-war games. 

It is possible to suggest that the game commonly derives from rice cultivating com-
munities since time immemorial and spread throughout Asia. The popularity of the 
myth of the churning in ancient Cambodia was because Khmers were able to engage 
the myth to enrich an existing tradition of “the rope pulling” ritual game of the agrar-
ian communities.6  The myth indeed made so much ritual sense and ritually served 
well for Cambodian rice-cultivating community. 

SIGNIFICANCE OF TEANH PROT

Marking the Passage of Time

On the last day of the New Year or Chlong Chet, the rope is ritually and literally broken 
or cut off pdach prot, which is well-known in Khmer expressions to mean the final or 
last contest of a game or a race. The act of cutting off or breaking the rope at the end 
of the game is a ritual act of breaking open a passage of time. It is the passage of time 
from the old calendar year to the new year and a passage of time from the old rice cul-
tivation cycle into a new cycle—that is, the start of the cultivation season. 

Recreating Social Order and Perfect Time

The traditional perception of time is that time is a cycle. Time worsens and wear out 
everything in the universe,7 and everything will be completely destroyed at the end of 
a time cycle. Then a new cycle will be recreated, starting from the most perfect state, 
and through time becomes worse before being destroyed. Before the start of a new time 
cycle, there is an interval, a period of transition in which everything is in a chaotic and 
disordered state. This concept is presented clearly in a year cycle. The passage of time 
from one year cycle to the next is ritually performed during the New Year celebration. 

In Cambodia, as in Thailand, Laos, and Burma, the New Year celebration is a three-
day celebration. Day one to the third day is the interval, an in between interval, a 
chaotic and disordered stage. During this time, people can do what is generally not 
socially acceptable or allowed. 

To restore the social order and recreate a perfect time for the coming New Year, 
certain rituals and games are required. One among them is making sand mountains, 
which is an act of recreating a new universe to restore a new and perfect universal 
order.8 In other words, making sand mountains is ritually reassures the restoration 
of social order and perfect time after a year of decay. 
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Playing teanh prot during Chlong Chet serves the same purpose as the game bears 
significant characteristics of the Hindu churning myth, which demonstrates the unity 
between the two rival teams—the gods and the demons—to rediscover lost treasures, 
particularly amrita, the water of immortality. The myth is also a symbol of recreation. 
Reenacting the churning through rope pulling while in an actual rope pulling game 
is done by males females symbolizes the recreation and reestablishment of a perfect 
time with a perfect order.

Bringing Enough Rain for Eternally Continuing Lives 

Rain is a prime concern for rice cultivating communities. They do the best they can to 
obtain perfect rain (not too much and not too little) for each year. Perfect rains means 
good harvests—that is, prosperity. 

For the community, teanh prot symbolically recreates perfect rain through symbolic 
sexual acts such as pulling the rope between male and female teams, which are acts of 
productivity or reproductivity. When the winning teams chases the losing teams and 
touch bodies of the losing team with their buttocks has similar connotation. Another 
tradition that is still observed today is that when there is no rain, male and female 
elders go to Neak Ta’s hut. After making an offering and requesting assistance from 
Neak Ta, the men and women chase and touch each other, as it is believed to bring rain. 

Moreover, teanh prot is a marriage between the churning milky ocean myth and 
tugging. The churning/tugging is an act to bring water, but not simply water, water that 
rejuvenates in the form of rainwater, the water of life that revitalizes rice-cultivation 
communities.

ENDNOTES

1 The Goddess of Rice is also venerated in many rice-farming communities, in Laos 
as Nang Khosop, in Thailand as Phosop, and in Indonesia as Dewi Sri.

2 Ceremony names may differ, but these are basic and notable annual ritual 
performances prevailing as socio-religious practices in rural Cambodia.

3 Buddhist Institute, Kampuch Surya, (Phnom Penh: Buddhist Institute, 
1953), 547-549.

4 A small correction should be made here that the southeast corner of east side 
of bas-relief gallery of Angkor Wat, where the churning of the ocean of milk is 
depicted, the demons hold the head and the gods hold the tail.

5 For a detailed description of the Hindu myth on churning the ocean of milk, read 
Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty, Hindu Myths (London: Penguin Books, 1975), 274-280.

6 Some information was added after participating in the International Symposium 
on Diverse and Common Aspects of Traditional Tug-of-War in East Asia held on 
12 April 2013 in Dangjin, Republic of  Korea.

7 The term “universe” used here is limited to the world view of a given community.
8 Often times, the sand mountains are made according to Cambodian knowledge 

inherited from Hindu cosmology —that is, the five mountains in which Mount 
Meru is located at the center.
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The Cambodian teanh prot inherits and represents a continuity of centuries-old 
traditions. It demonstrates significant socio-religious symbolism that has integrated 
the Indian myth of the churning of the ocean of milk to fit local agrarian models and 
needs. At the same time, there are challenges in safeguarding the game due to mass 
displacement of young people who migrate from rural areas for jobs. Such migration 
places them in new cultural settings that change their attitudes towards their own 
local customs. Additionally, the lack of encouragement from the village elders and 
emergence of rapid industrialization and urbanization also plays a role in safeguarding 
challenges. However, inscribing the game on the UNESCO list in 2015 has increased 
the visibility and inspired communities to take pride in their local heritage and strive 
to safeguard and revitalize the game and many other ICH elements. 
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Chapter 3

The Present Situation of Transmitting 
Traditional Tug-of-War in Japan

Hoshino Hiroshi
Em e ri tus  Re se a rch e r,  Na tio na l  Re se a rch  I nsti tu te 
fo r  Cu l tu ra l  Pro p e r tie s,  To k yo,  Ja p a n



GENERAL INFORMATION CONCERNING TUG-OF-WAR IN JAPAN

The custom of traditional Japanese tug-of-war, or tsunahiki (綱引), can be outlined 
as follows:

• It is practiced on different annual events, such as Ko-syogatsu (小正月), or New Year 
celebration around 15 January according to the lunar calendar), Obon festival (盆) 
celebrated around 15 August, the Boys’ Festival on 5 May (端午節句), or the fifteenth 
night of August of the lunar calendar (八月十五夜).

• The tug-of-war ropes are made of either straw, kaya (kind of cogon grass often used 
as traditional roofing materials), or shobu (菖蒲 or sweet sedge).

• A village is divided into two groups of farming and fishing areas, eastern and west-
ern areas, and upstream and downstream areas, and in some cases, the two groups 
are subdivided into smaller groups such as children and young adults as well as 
men and women.

• The rope is tugged by these groups, or dragged around, slammed against the ground, 
or sometimes cut into pieces.

• The purpose of this traditional event is said to forecast the volume of the coming 
harvest, to ward off evil spirits, or to pray for a peaceful life.

Although the traditional tug-of-war event has been handed down in many places 
throughout eastern, western, and southern Japan, it has been gradually declining or 
changing its shape, just like other folk cultures, because of the drastic socioeconomic 
changes in modern Japanese society. In recent years, the day of this event has been 
moved to weekends or to national holidays in many cases, due to the changing life 
styles of the performers, who used to be engaged in primary industries but are now 
office workers. In addition, depopulation among local communities, caused by ongoing 
decrease in the number of children and increase of aging population, makes trans-
mission of this tradition more and more difficult. These undesirable changes tend to 
be observed especially in remote rural areas, where rather old-fashioned and thus 
valuable customs were preserved.

The Law on the Protection of Cultural Properties was enacted in 1950 to promote 
the preservation of intangible folk traditions, including tug-of-war, but a considerable 
number of folk traditions failed to survive against the current trend and thus declined. 
The former National Commission for Protection of Cultural Properties defined these 
folk traditions as “intangible folk materials” in 1954 and since then continued recording 
and documenting important intangible folk materials selected as the those “requiring 
documentation and other measures.” However, the Law on the Protection of Cultural 
Properties was amended in 1975 because of the remarkable decline of those folk tradi-
tions during the rapid economic growth in the 1960s and 1970s. In this amendment, the 
wording “intangible folk materials” was replaced by “intangible folk cultural proper-
ties.” Also a conservation policy was introduced to designate important folk traditions 
as “important intangible folk cultural properties,” and since then the policy has been 
enforced till this day.

The following list shows twenty cases of traditional tug-of-war events observed 
in Japan, including ones that are designated as “important intangible folk cultural 
properties,” or selected as “intangible folk cultural properties requiring documenta-
tion and other measures.” Some of them are designated as “folk cultural properties” 
by each prefecture: Number 2 is of Akita, 9 of Kyoto, and 15 and 17 of Kagoshima. In 
this manner, forty-seven Japanese prefectures were allowed to promote preservation 
measures regarding intangible folk cultural properties located in each administrative 
district, based on their own Ordinance for the Protection of Cultural Properties. (See 
Annex 1: List of Traditional Tug-of-War in Japan)
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Sorayoi full moon festival in Southern Satsuma 
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Tug-of-war in Kariwano, Akita Prefecture © Daisen City 

PATTERNS OBSERVED IN THE TUG-OF-WAR CUSTOM IN JAPAN

Please see the distribution map (Annex 2) with twenty types of tug-of-war from the 
list. With only a few exceptions, you can see that most of the customs are distributed 
in the regions along the Nihon-kai, or the East Sea; in other words, such regions north 
and south of Kyusyu, and Southwest Islands (including Amami Islands and Okinawa 
Islands) are facing the Asian continent.

Regarding the purpose of tug-of-war event, or the significance of using ropes, there 
remain some questions to be unraveled, but for the sake of simplicity, I would like to 
classify the events according to patterns of the transmission. One pattern is what we 
call a “mono-type” custom, in which people play tug-of-war as the main and only event 
of a festival, and the other is the “complex-type,” where not only tug-of-war but also 
several other events are combined in a festival. As you may notice, there are twice as 
many mono-types to complex-types.

Mono-type Custom

The mono-type customs in the above list are as follows; numbers 1, 2, 7, 8, and 14 are 
performed at Ko-syogatsu (around 15 January), numbers 10 to 13 at the Boys’ Festival 
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Shobu tug-of-war in Inaba 
(Tottori Prefecture) © Tottori 
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(5 May), and number 4 during Obon (around 15 August). Number 15 is also a mono-type 
custom conducted on 22 September. (It was originally conducted on 14 and 15 August 
of the lunar calendar). Number 20 is from Okinawa, where it is performed either for 
the harvest festival, Obon, or for the full moon festival held in June, July, and August.

In many cases, two ropes called me-zuna and o-zuna, or female rope and male rope, 
are tied together into one rope, and two groups tug the rope and forecast the volume 
of the coming harvest. Before this main event, people sometimes walk about holding 
the ropes, drag them around, or slam them against the ground. In the case of Hiruga 
(number 8 in the list), people try to break the rope during the tug match. In some cases, 
people unfasten the twisted ropes, cast them away into rivers and seas, or dedicate 
them to shrines after the match is over. In the case of Yuzukami (number 4) and Inaba 
(number 11), they make a sumo ring with the used ropes after the tug-of war match 
and play sumo wrestling.

Usually people use straw to make these ropes, but when tug-of-war is performed 
at the Boys’ Festival (numbers 10 to 13), they twine shobu or yomogi (蓬), or Japanese 
mugwort) into straw. In Misasa’s case (number 12), people make use of wisteria vines.

In the tug-of-war during the Boy’s Festival on 5 May, the children’s team tugs the 
rope against adults’ team.

In northern Kyusyu and Okinawa areas, it is common to divide people into a men’s 
group and a women’s group for the tug-of-war match. In this case, it is said that the 
women’s group is supposed to win the match.

Complex-type Customs

Now let us see the complex-type custom: the New Year Igomori Festival of Hosono, 
Kyoto (number 5), full moon festival on 15 August in the lunar calendar observed in 
southern Kyusyu to Yolon Island of Southwest Islands (16 to 18), and the Hohnen 
Festival, or harvest festival, on Ishigaki Island of Okinawa (20). In these cases, the 
tug-of-war composes only a part of the whole event, and performing arts are much 
more emphasized than the tug-of-war as in the cases of 17 and 18.

First, Igomori Festival (9) is a New Year’s ritual made by confining oneself in a 
shrine for a prayer. It starts with kami-kanjyo (神勧請), or rites for ceremonial transfer 
of gods) and onda (御田), or rites for advance blessing of the coming harvest), and then 
the tug-of-war follows. The rope they tug is round-shaped and is burnt after the match.

Among the full moon festivals (16 to18), number 16 and 17 are quite interesting; 
they have a tradition to cut the rope during the match or to make a sumo wrestling 
ring by laying down the used rope. In southern Satsuma area (16), children not only 
make towing ropes with kaya plants gathered in the woods but sometimes make a 
loop representing the moon and hang it on trees. In other cases 
in Satsuma, they do “make the moon” on the ground by making a 
circle with fragments cut from the rope. These customs may suggest 
that there were some relationships between moon worship and the 
tug-of-war. In addition, Jyuro Ono (1911 to 1995), a Japanese folk-
lorist, refers to a custom of making ropes by twisting kaya plants 
with stems and leaves of millet (粟), Japanese millet (稗), or sweet 
potatoes. He then deduces that the tug-of-war custom in southern 
Satsuma area might not have originated in the rice cultivation era 
but can be traced back to the more primordial dry field farming era.  
Many of these valuable customs of the full moon festival, however, 
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Tug-of-war in Omagari, Akita 
Prefecture © Hiromichi Kubota

are now shortened and simplified, or in some cases, abandoned altogether because 
the number of children are decreasing drastically by depopulation and low birth rates.

Customs Resembling the Tug-of-War

Among the cases in the list, numbers 3, 5, and 6 are not exactly tug-of-war but are 
closely similar to it and can be regarded as variations. Funa-hiki Festival, or boat tug-
ging festival, of Bandai Shrine (number 3) is an event to tug ropes that are tied to a 
boat that has three straw rice bags (俵, tawara) placed on it. In Sagicho of Oiso (number 
5), the rope is tied to a temporary shrine placed on a sleigh, and people on the land 
and people on the sea tug the rope. Some say that the Gongan ritual (number 6) was 
originally associated with tug-of-war, but nowadays it is an event in which youngsters 
make a giant straw snake, drag it around, and then cut it up into pieces and throw 
them into a river.

Just as in this case, ropes for tug-of-war are often associated with snakes or drag-
ons, or are related to the God of Water in many places.
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ANNEX 1: LIST OF TRADITIONAL TUG-OF-WAR IN JAPAN

In the table below, the numbers correspond with the numbers on the map that follows. 

Table 1: Tugs-of-war in Southeast Asia

Number  
on Map

Name Location Date
Types of Properties 
(Designated or Selected

Transmission 
Pattern

1 Tug-of-War in Kariwano
刈和野の大綱引き

Akita 15 January  
(lunar calendar)

Important IFCP* (National) Mono

2 Tug-of-War in Omagari
大曲の綱引き

Akita 15 February IFCP (Akita Pref.) Mono

3 Funa-hiki Festival of 
Bandai Shrine
磐梯神社の舟引き祭り

Fukushima Vernal 
Equinox Day

IFCP selected for measures 
such as recording (National) 

Mono

4 Daimoji-biki in Yuzukami
湯津上のダイモジ（大念縄）引き

Tochigi 14 August IFCP selected for measures 
such as recording (National)

Mono

5 Sagicho of Oiso
大磯の左義長

Kanagawa 14 January Important IFCP (National) Complex

6 Gongan Ritual of 
Daishoji Temple
大聖寺のゴンガン

Ishikawa 10 February IFCP selected for measures 
such as recording (National)

Mono

7 Tug-of-War in 
Tsuruganishimachi
敦賀西町の綱引き

Fukui Third Sunday 
of January

Important IFCP (National) Mono

8 Tug-of-War in Hiruga
日向の綱引き行事

Fukui Third Sunday 
of January

IFCP selected for measures 
such as recording (National)

Mono

9 Igomori Festival 
of Housono
祝園の居籠祭

Kyoto Lasting three 
days from the 
first Monkey 
day of the 
Chinese zodiac 
in January

IFCP (Kyoto pref.) Complex

10 Shobu Tug-of-War in 
Tajimakutani
但馬久谷の菖蒲綱引き

Hyogo 5 June Important IFCP (National) Mono

11 Shobu Tug-of-
War in Inaba
因幡の菖蒲綱引き

Tottori Sunday nearest 
5 May on the 
lunar calendar 
/ Saturday or 
Sunday nearest 
5 May on the 
lunar calen-
dar / Sunday 
after 5 June

Important IFCP (National) Mono

12 Jinsho in Misasa
三朝のジンショ

Tottori 3 and 4 May Important IFCP (National) Mono
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Number  
on Map

Name Location Date
Types of Properties 
(Designated or Selected

Transmission 
Pattern

13 Tug-of-War in Yobuko
呼子の大綱引き

Saga First 
Saturday and 
Sunday of June

Important IFCP (National) Mono

14 Tug-of-War in Goto
五島の綱引き

Nagasaki New Year IFCP (Kagoshima Pref.) Mono

15 Tug-of-War in Sendai
川内大綱引

Kagoshima 22 September Important IFCP (National) Mono

16 Full Moon Festival in 
Southern Satsuma 
南薩摩の十五夜行事

Kagoshima 15 August 
(lunar calendar)

IFCP (Kagoshima Pref.) Complex

17 Honen Dance in Yui
油井の豊年踊り

Kagoshima 15 August 
(lunar calendar)

Important IFCP (National) Complex

18 Full Moon Dance in Yolon 
与論の十五夜踊り

Kagoshima 15 August 
(lunar calendar)

Important IFCP (National) Complex

19 Tug-of-War in Okinawa
沖縄の綱引き

Okinawa July to August 
(lunar calendar)

IFCP selected for measures 
such as recording (National)

Complex

20 Purie (Honen Dance) 
in Shikamura, 
Ishigaki Island
石垣島四ヶ村の
プーリィ（豊年祭り）

Okinawa Second 
Mizunoe & 
Mizunoto day 
(ninth and 
tenth signs of 
the Chinese 
calendar) in 
July on the 
lunar calendar

IFCP selected for measures 
such as recording (National)

Complex

*IFCP= Intangible Folk Cultural Properties
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Chapter 4

Punnuk: Unwinding after the Harvest, 
the Tugging Ritual in the Philippines

Norma A . Respicio
Pro fe sso r  Em e ri tus  o f  th e  D e p a r tm e n t  A r t  Stud ie s,  U n ive r si t y 
o f  th e  Ph i l i p p i n e s,  D i l i m a n,  Q u e zo n  Ci t y



T he punnuk is a tugging ritual of the village folk from three communities 
in Hungduan, Ifugao in Northern Luzon, Philippines. It is performed at 
the confluence of Hapao River and a tributary as the final ritual after the 
rice harvest. Its consummation brings to a close an agricultural cycle and 

signals the beginning of a new one. 
The punnuk is a ritual of pomp and revelry. Garbed in their predominantly red-col-

ored attire of the Tuwali ethno-linguistic subgroup, the participants negotiate the 
terraced fields in a single file amidst lush greens under the blue skies. The tempo builds 
up as the participants reach the riverbank, each group positioned opposite the other. 
The excitement is sustained through the final tugging match, and the sinewy brawn 
of the participants is highlighted by the river’s rushing water. 

THE PHYSICAL SETTING: SITE AND SIGHTS

The town of Hungduan is nestled in Ifugao Province in the Cordillera mountain range 
at a general elevation of 2,000 to 3,000 meters above sea level. Just like the rest of 
Ifugao and two other provinces in the Cordillera range, the mountain slopes have been 
formed into terraced fields for cultivating rice. 

Hungduan, particularly the villages of Hapao, Baang, and Nungulunan, boasts 
extensive terraced fields. Formed like a large vat, from January to March, the sprawl-
ing fields offer an arresting view of rice plants in varying tones of green that shift to 
yellow hues from April to June. The fields are hemmed by lush forested mountains 
from which emerge the headwaters of the Hapao River, fed by tributaries emanating 
from further upland watersheds to the south and another downstream, coming from 
the southwest. 

Monsoon rains feed the watersheds from June to December, tapering off from 
January until February. From March to May, the town grows humid under the tropical 
sun. Nevertheless, the terraced fields remain like ponds of varying sizes, as they are 
continuously fed from the Hapao River and its tributaries flowing through intricately 
built irrigation canals that systematically water the fields starting from the highest 
elevation down to the lowest fields near the riverbed.

The climate is generally cool, especially from early evening to dawn throughout 
from the sowing of rice seedlings in December to grain harvesting in May and June.

THE RICE-BASED ECONOMY

Rice cultivation is the main activity of the people, and there are several native rice 
varieties. The more popular varieties are tinaw-on; lagawe diket, glutinous rice; red 
rice, varieties such as minaangan, long-grain layagan, and hairy husked hukbaba and 
imbu-an; and the smooth husked dona-ar.

Seed sowing starts in early December and transplanting seedlings in the terraced 
fields is done by January. By March, the plants have grown to around three feet tall, 
and in April the grain shafts begin to sprout from their tips. The grains start to mature 
and ripen in May, swathing the entire landscape in textures of golden tones.

Root crops such as camote (sweet potato) and taro, alongside various beans, are 
planted in habal or vegetable plot clearings along mountainsides. Onions, garlic, 
petchay, tomatoes, and eggplant are grown on kinago or small earth mounds of com-
posted weeds and rice straw piled up by the farmer on the side or one corner of the 
rice paddies after rice harvest. Other vegetables such as sayote and squash vines are 
planted along the edges of the house yard. Also in the house yard are areca palm and 
citrus, papaya, and banana plants.
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Traditionally, only able-
bodied men, whether young 
or elderly, join the tugging 
ritual. © Renato S. Rastrollo

Swine, chickens, and ducks are bred as sources of protein to complement the yoyo, 
a small black fish, and battiko, an indigenous shellfish that abound in the rice pad-
dies. Wild game—boar, deer, and forest fowl—have become scarce but are still sought 
after as valued delicacies. Meanwhile, honey can be gathered in great quantity from 
forest beehives.

A secondary livelihood and important source of income are the proceeds from tex-
tile weaving, wood carving, furniture making, and metal smithing. Monthly income 
from cash earners, such as those employed as government functionaries, comprise a 
small percentage of the population’s sustenance.

DELINEATION OF WORK BY GENDER

Work in terraced fields, from preparation and cultivation to planting and harvesting, 
is all accomplished by women. On the other hand, men repair and maintain the field 
embankments and stone walls as well as create new fields that must be strategically 
positioned along the routes of water from the upper watersheds and irrigation canals. 
The foremost responsibility of the men in the area is maintaining irrigation canals and 
ensuring the undeterred flow of water and its distribution to all the terraced fields 
from the uppermost to the lowest.

Clearing a mountain side and preparing it for habal or vegetable garden, are done 
by men while planting vegetables and root crops and taking care of them are the work 
assigned to women.

Carpentry and the construction of houses and rice granaries are performed by men. 
They are also responsible for transporting construction materials from the road or 
from the forest to the construction site. During the rice harvest, men are tasked with 
hauling bundles of rice from the harvest site to the rice granaries. Using a pole laid 
laterally on the shoulders, bundles of newly harvested rice are stacked neatly on both 
ends of the pole to ensure equal weight for easy balancing. Totaling no less than fifty 
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kilos, transporting the rice bundles from the fields to the granary is always a sight to 
behold. The men negotiate winding terraced embankments and ascend and descend 
the stone steps in a sprightly manner. The display of physical strength never fails to 
elicit awe from onlookers. 

THE SOCIAL STRUCTURE

Echoing the marked gender differentiation in economic responsibilities, the society 
(although not unique to Hungduan) is characterized by social classes that are clearly 
delineated by rice field ownership, mainly inherited from forebears. Those who own 
a number of broad rice fields are known as the kadangyan. They keep two to three rice 
granaries filled to the brim with hundreds of bundles of rice. These bundles are stacked 
in a neat pile following a wide circular base that tapers at the top. The kadangyan’s 
great wealth in terms of inherited rice fields is coupled with the ownership of several 
inherited trade jars dating to around the twelfth to the fifteenth century. The jars are 
filled with rice wine prepared by the women of the house. The kadangyan have neck-
laces of stringed beads of high-grade gold.

The kadangyan’s great surplus from rice harvests, coupled with proceeds from car-
pentry and wood carving by the men and/or textile weaving by the women, provide 
more than enough income to educate their children up to the tertiary level in premier 
institutions outside Ifugao, such as the colleges and universities in Nueva Vizcaya, 
Baguio, and Metropolitan Manila.

Within the kadangyan class, the family possessing the greatest number of rice 
fields and having the largest rice surplus, the dumupag or the designated lead family 
for work in the rice-terraces such as rice harvest and all rituals attached to harvest 
including the punnuk. 

The class for families with the second-largest number of rice fields is called the 
umonub. Below the umonub, those with an average number of fields are the maikatlo 
while those with a lesser but fairly expansive number of rice fields are the maikappat. 
Finally there are those families with only one or two small plots.

Each of the mentioned social classes bears corresponding social responsibilities and 
privileges. The kadangyan, with the greatest number and most extensive expanse of 
rice fields, has the privilege of having their rice fields worked first, so that planting 
and harvesting are performed and completed first in their terraced fields. After this, 
work on the rice fields of the second highest social class—the umonub—is tended to, 
and so on down the line. Those with just one or two small plots render the most labor 
in the fields of the propertied classes but are paid for their labor in terms of cash at a 
rate of P250 (US$4.65) per day, or in the form of bundles of rice, at two bundles per day.

THE POLITICAL SYSTEM

Although the members of the kadangyan, particularly the dumupag, provide leadership 
and direction for the agricultural-economic life of communities such as Hapao, Baang, 
and Nungulunan, political administrative governance is led by the local government 
functionaries as provided in the local government code of the republic. The provincial 
government is led by the governor while municipalities or towns such as Hungduan 
are administered by a mayor. The smallest unit, which is the barangay, approximates 
a community or community cluster delineated by natural boundaries such as a river 
or forest. They are governed by a barangay captain and a set of councilors. These local 
government officials are voted upon by the people in elections conducted by the gov-
ernment. However, the influence and power wielded by elected government officials 
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are generally confined to political administration and implementation of laws and 
policies handed down from the provincial and national governments. They are also 
in charge of ensuring peace and order in their area of governance. 

RELIGION AND BELIEF SYSTEMS

Although several Christian religious sects have been introduced to the Ifugao com-
munities, especially Roman Catholic Church and Protestant congregations, people 
have clung tenaciously to their native religious practices and beliefs. These are mainly 
directed toward the nature gods and spirits of forebears.

The native gods and spirits are called upon to provide blessings to activities such 
as safe travel within and outside Ifugao and overseas. The help of gods and spirits is 
sought for every economic activity as well as when searching for lost or misplaced 
personal belongings or for restoring the good health of the sick. They are consulted 
even on matters of the heart—as in the case of a suitor, a lover, or a friend. Most 
importantly, the blessings of the gods and ancestral spirits are sought for agricultural 
production, such as bountiful harvests in the rice fields. Ritual divination features 
animal sacrifices, offerings and drinking rice wine. 

A mumbaki, or ritual specialist, presides over all the above-mentioned rituals. In 
Hapao, Baang, and Nungulunan, there are no less than three mumbaki and at least 
two novitiates or assistants. 



THE HOUWAH

In Hungduan, the three communities of Hapao, Baang, and Nungulunan observe three 
post-harvest rituals collectively known as houwah. These are the baki, then the inum, 
and the last, is the punnuk. These are held at an auspicious time during a waxing moon. 
Having the greatest number of rice fields, the dumupag is the main sponsor of the 
houwah. And the first two rituals are held in the space beneath one of the rice grana-
ries owned by the dumupag. The baki and the inum are presided over by the mumbaki, 
who chants expressions of gratitude to the gods for the harvest and to the forebears 
for the terraced fields bequeathed to the present generation, especially to the dumupag. 

Baki. The baki is a ritual divination during which chickens, and sometimes a pig, are 
sacrificed. The bile of each sacrificed animal is inspected for acceptability as offerings 
to the gods and ancestral spirits. Upon declaring the bile maphod (very good), a male 
elder shouts from an elevated terrace embankment facing the communities across a 
wide expanse of terraced fields to announce that the punnuk will be held the follow-
ing day, inviting the people to prepare for the ritual.

Inum. After the baki, three jars of varying sizes containing rice wine (prepared by 
the dumupag) are brought to the ritual area for the inum. Between chanted prayers, 
the mumbaki opens each jar. After he takes the first sip of the finest wine from the 
small jar, others are then allowed to partake of the wine from the large jar. Shouts of 
revelry signal to the rest of the community to open their own jar of rice wine and join 
the night-long booze of merrymaking before the following day’s punnuk. 

The Punnuk Materials. The punnuk features the kina-ag and the pakid. The kina-ag, 
the object for pulling, is made of tightly packed dried rice stalks bound neatly with 
vines called a-e (Tinaspora sp.). It is formed either like a large ring, 60 cm. in diameter 
called minalingongo, or a human figure, 110 cm. in height, with arms in akimbo called 
tinaggu. The pakid or material for pulling the kina-ag is a sapling of the attoba tree 
(Callicarpa formosana). The preferred length for the pakid is five meters, and the cir-
cumference is eight to ten centimeters. From an adjacent sapling, a formidable hook 
is fashioned at the base of the pakid to which the kina-ag is securely attached during 
the tugging. Gathering the materials and the making of the kina-ag is a cooperative 
effort performed by men. 

The Punnuk Proper. On the day of the punnuk, three groups of participants don 
traditional attire and march down to the nunhipukana, the convergence of the waters 
of the Hapao River and its tributary. The three groups arrive from different direc-
tions—Hapao from the east, Baang from the southwest, and Nungulunan from 
the west—making their way to the nunhipukana through thickets and rice terrace 
embankments. The men carry the pakid and the kina-ag, which are decorated with 
the dong-a leaves (Cordyline fructicosa) while bunches of the dong-a leaves are waved 
high to the accompaniment of boastful cheering of the participants. 

The playful exchange of taunts grows more feverish as the participants approach 
the river. The first two groups that arrive at the nunhipukana are the first to face each 
other in the tugging ritual. Prior to a match a mungopah, usually an elder, delivers 
prayers imploring for the gods’ blessings (referring to those of the east in the upper 
regions and those of the west from downriver) for a successful performance of the 
rite, and for the community’s health and well-being. 

After the prayers, a kina-ag is thrown in the river. The adversaries vie to hook the 
kina-ag with their pakid at once. And have a lead in pulling the kina-ag to their side. 
When the river currents are strong and raging, two elders neutral to the contending 
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groups hold the kina-ag and securely hook each pakid of the vying groups into the 
kina-ag. The tugging ensues and invites cheers from community members positioned 
at the river embankments, eagerly hoping for a victory for their side. The group that 
pulls the kina-ag, closer to its side, and with it, their adversaries, wins the round. The 
winning group then faces off with the remaining group for another round of tugging. 
Punnuk can go on for as long as there is a kina-ag to pull and a sturdy pakid, or until 
everyone grows tired. 

The group that wins the most rounds is declared the victor, not only of the punnuk 
but of the entire harvest season. The winners are euphoric because according to tradi-
tional beliefs, the remainder of the year will be one of plenty and their rice granary will 
always be full. Those who do not win, however, are challenged to fend off a lean year. 

Wrestling or bultong by members from each team are also held in the river after 
the tugging. Formerly, only the men participated in the tugging matches. Sometime 
in the early 2000s women clamored to have their tugging matches as well—one for 
the older women and another for teenagers—but the tugging matches by men remain 
the main events in the punnuk. 

After the matches are over and a winner is declared, every used kina-ag is thrown 
into the river to be swept away by the currents so that when these are spotted by the 
communities living downstream, people will know that the harvests in Hapao, Baang, 
and Nungulunan have been completed.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE PUNNUK

The yearly punnuk performance demonstrates superb coordination among the elder 
leaders of the three communities. Arriving from three different directions, the com-
munity delegations arrive at the nunhipukana in a synchronized manner within three 
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to five minutes of the others, so that all three groups reach the site at the appointed 
hour of the morning. This precision in timing by the three groups reveals astuteness 
with military tactics required for both offense and defense. 

With the three communities searching for the best pakid—the longest, sturdiest 
hooked sapling—to use in the tugging; identifying the ideal sapling demonstrates a 
community’s resourcefulness as well as knowledge and deep awareness of the vege-
tation surrounding them. 

The speedy production of the kinaag, the procurement of vines, and the search for 
the most formidable pakid demonstrate extreme efficiency and cooperation among 
the members of each community.

At the outset, the punnuk appears to feature competition in terms of number of 
punnuk participants or the volume of jeers and taunts from opposing groups as well 
as in the rhythmic cheers from villagers. Concretely, however, the punnuk highlights 
wit and brawn, and above all, the spirit of camaraderie among team members and 
sportsmanship among all the three contending groups. 

The production of the kina-ag, whether it be in the simple circular shape or in the 
form of a human figure, puts to the fore the community members’ creative artistry and 
ingenuity, and also shows deep knowledge of their oral traditions. This is illustrated by 
a kina-ag in the form of a female figure depicted with full cheeks and wind-swept hair 
in the act of weaving. The figure is a representation of Inhabyan, the heavenly weaver 
and goddess of the wind. Its rendition as a kina-ag is a form of expressing gratitude 
to the goddess for protecting the community from destructive typhoons year in and 
out. It shows the artists’ and the community’s knowledge of their oral traditions and 
their reverence for this nature god.

The recitation for his team by the munggopah of a three- to four-line verse addressed 
to the gods—in the high heavens and the down river, of the forests and swiddens, 
rains, and wind—is an expression of the people’s belief in their nature gods and the 
people’s potency in achieving victory for their team. It is also a prayer for the safe per-
formance of the punnuk, for participants and viewers alike. With a spear and a shield 
on each hand, the versification by the munggopah, rendered together with sprightly 
dance gestures, exemplifies the communities’ religiosity at its finest. 

Although the actual punnuk participants are members of the communities of Hapao, 
Baang, and Nungulunan, its performance attracts people from other areas as well and 
brings together people of various religious beliefs, political biases, social classes, age 
groups, and even gender inclinations as cheerers or simply as interested onlookers. 
The continued observance and/or enactment of the punnuk can ensure the transfer 
of the tradition to younger generations. 

Through the punnuk, although faintly suggested, is a leveling of the social classes. 
Class boundaries and delineations are erased for the duration, or at the least become 
temporarily inconspicuous. However, village boundaries remain strictly observed 
and respected.

The punnuk highlights the dedication of local government officials at the town and 
barangay levels, most especially the municipal tourism officer, to maintaining peace 
and order during the process of the enactment of the ritual. By conducting public 
meetings and disseminating information prior to the punnuk, government officials 
demonstrate awareness of their responsibilities in safeguarding the houwah, and par-
ticularly the punnuk, from waning or becoming commoditized or distorted through 
unscrupulous interventions, as well as from falling into the trap of becoming pure 
spectacle for tourist consumption. 

The yearly observance and practice of the punnuk expresses the people’s celebra-
tion, reverence, and recognition of the importance of safeguarding the geo-physical 
features of their environment such as the watersheds and forest covers that have sus-
tained their communities’ rice-based agricultural economy for hundreds of generations. 
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As a whole, the punnuk ritual is a time for the men and women of Hapao, Baang, 
and Nungulunan, who toil in the fields to relax and enjoy themselves after months of 
agricultural labor, to wash away hardships and frustrations, freshen up, and recharged 
before the next agricultural cycle begins.

Along with the juldarigi of South Korea; teanh prot of Cambodia; and keo co, nhanh vai, 
so vai, or na bai, among various groups in Vietnam, the punnuk was inscribed on the 
UNESCO Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity in 2015.

Upon the multinational inscription by UNESCO, an Ad-Hoc Intangible Cultural 
Heritage Sub-Committee of the Municipality of Hungduan (Ad-Hoc ICH) was formed 
in February 2016 to recognize the importance of safeguarding the punnuk, along 
with the rice terraces and rituals embedded in rice agriculture. Composed of the 
dumupag, mumbaki, community elders, school teachers, local government officials, 
and tourism officers, the Ad-Hoc ICH of Hungduan listed the following measures to 
safeguard the punnuk and the entire economic-physical-cultural environment sur-
rounding its practice:

• continued protection of the watershed, being the source of water irrigating the 
terraced fields;

• pass on the knowledge to the younger generation about the techniques of build-
ing the irrigation canal and the system of water-flow from the upper to the lower 
areas, and repair of terrace field embankment along with selecting stones appro-
priate for stone walling;

• rehabilitate old terraced fields that have been abandoned due to passing away of 
owner-farmers;

• convene a mumbaki congress;
• launch training and apprenticeship programs for young men interested in becom-

ing mumbaki;
• launch a program to encourage breeding of native pigs and chickens, which are 

necessary in the rituals;
• train the younger women in the communities in the preparation and fermentation 

of rice wine;
• research and propagation of traditional rice varieties or those that do not need 

commercial-chemical fertilizers; and
• launch a multimedia education program for tourists including media practitioners 

about the rice-terraces, significance of rituals, and proper demeanor when visiting 
cultural spaces and witnessing/documenting rituals such as the punnuk.

TWO YEARS AFTER INSCRIPTION: NEW DEVELOPMENTS ON PUNNUK RULES 

• The riverbed of the nunhipukana site for the punnuk was leveled off with concrete; 
however, the river current has gradually brought back the natural river scape. 

• In conducting the punnuk, the number of participants from both sides are equal 
for each contending team, and the length of the pakid of each contending team is 
measured to approximate equal length.

• There are appointed referees from the Barangay Council who officiate the punnuk 
and with the following responsibilities: ensure the equal length of each pakid and 
the number of participants from each contending team; ensure that each team’s 
pakid is firmly hooked to the kinaag; signal the start and end of a round in the 
tugging by blowing their whistle; and declare the official winner of each round 
of tugging.
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The above new rules in the conduct of the punnuk proper are meant to ensure fair 
play and participant safety. However, with the measured pakid, an equal number of 
participants per contending team, and the manual hooking of the kinaag with the 
pakid by the referees themselves have considerably reduced the excitement and the 
spontaneity that have been the mark of the punnuk ritual.

With the UNESCO inscription, the punnuk has invited more participants from each 
barangay. The number of village cheerers and participants in the tugging and water 
wrestling has tripled. It has attracted more and more spectators from neighboring 
villages and other towns of Ifugao as well as local and foreign tourists, local/regional 
press, and television journalists, and national government officials notably from the 
Department of Agriculture, and the Department of Tourism along with their retinue 
of photographers and videographers. Tugging games for tourists and government 
employees are now also held.

The above developments call for an immediate review by the Ad-Hoc Intangible 
Cultural Heritage Committee of Hungduan to properly implement safeguarding mea-
sures drawn up in 2016. 
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Chapter 5

Traditional Korean Tug-of-War and Community
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G ijisi tug‐of‐war is one among many traditional Korean tug‐of‐war games. 
Playing Gijisi tug‐of‐war forms a temporary community as well as a trans-
mission community. In exploring the formed community, this article will 
discuss how the communities are formed, the features they have, and the 

meaning such temporary communities have. In addition, this article will examine 
how continuous and conventional communities enable the Gijisi tug‐of‐war event to 
take place. While doing so, different features of the tug‐of‐war communities will be 
discussed by comparing the characteristics of the Gijisi tug‐of‐war community with 
the Jul Nanjang, a special market held for the tug-of-war. Although different and both 
have changed, the characteristics of contemporary traditional transmission commu-
nity will be clarified. Such comparative research might give Gijisi tug‐of‐war to find 
its unique position among traditional tug‐of‐war games.

Based on the name, Gijisi tug‐of‐war, one may assume that the people who create 
such a spectacular would be residents in Gijisi‐ri or even residents of Dangjin, which 
includes Gijisi‐ri. However, participation in the tug‐of‐war is not restricted and is 
open to visitors from the whole country as well as foreigners. As such, a community 
for playing tug‐of‐war is temporarily formed. In other words, it is a temporary com-
munity that is formed in a specific time and space.

The community playing Gijisi tug‐of‐war consists of two competing parties: susang 
and suha. The susang side pulls the male rope, and the suha side pulls the female rope. 
The separation of susang and suha is based on region in relation to Gijisi and the nearby 
region, with the boundary of separation being Route 32 and Route 34. To the south is 
susang, and to the north is suha. In other words, two parties signify two communi-
ties based on region. Gyeonggi, Seoul, and Gangwon provinces belong to susang, and 
Chungcheong, Jeolla, and Gyeongsang provinces belong to suha, creating a continu-
ous regional community that embraces outsiders as a center.

In the world of Gijisi tug‐of‐war, only susang and suha regions exist. Southern 
districts are reorganized with Gijisi as the center. The idea of such regional reorga-
nization is to get rid of a binary value hierarchy such as Seoul and provinces as well 
as city centers and suburbs. By reorganizing with Gijisi as the center shows that the 
value hierarchy, which Yeolgyu Kim mentioned is the ‘cultural inheritance of evil,’ is 
already being broken. Readymade value hierarchy, such as city center and suburbs 
is not applied in Gijisi tug‐of‐war. There is no disparaging sense that a region gives 
itself. In the performance of Gijisi tug‐of‐war, there is no “centripetal and exclusive 
community that is tied to a restricted region” but rather a “wide regional and centrif-
ugal community”.

THE TRANSMISSION OF TUG OF WAR AND CHARACTERISTIC OF SOLIDARITY

As described earlier, participation in Gijisi tug‐of‐war are open and likely to remain 
open in the future, which means a performance community is and will be formed by 
opening Dangjin to the outside. However, such opening does not necessarily mean 
that all participants are involved with tugging the rope. The channels through which 
people can participate is opened to the whole process of Gijisi tug‐of‐war, such as pre-
paring materials, twisting saekijul (straw rope) and jeokjul (several straw ropes), taking 
out and installing jultl (the mold for twisting straw rope), twisting momjul (the main 
straw rope), twisting gyekjul (straw ropes derived from the main straw rope), making 
the head of the momjul, piecing together gyekjul and jeokjul, piling up ropes, standing 
up the head of the momjul, and making linchpins.

Twisting straw rope takes over a month, and around a thousand people are mobi-
lized. Not only regional residents but also tourists and even soldiers participate in 
this work. There are workers who participate receiving daily wages. However, members 
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Uiryeong tug-of-war 
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of the Gijisi Tug‐of‐War Preservation Association play an important and leading role 
in the whole process, from preparing materials to dismantling straw ropes after the 
tug‐of‐war. Therefore, the Gijisi Tug‐of‐War Preservation Association can be consid-
ered a transmission community.

Gijisi Tug‐of‐War Preservation Association, which was founded in 1986, consists 
of twenty-nine members who mostly live in villages near Gijisi-ri. They are involved 
in education and various events related to Gijisi tug‐of‐war while working to earn 
their living. Gaining a large group that creates the spectacular of Gijisi tug‐of‐war is 
made by the work of the Gijisi Tug‐of‐War Preservation Association. They contribute 
to creating and dismantling the straw ropes, sharing every year the birth of ‘the life 
of straw ropes’.

There is a continuous community behind the temporary community formed in the 
performance of tug‐of‐war. The centripetal and closed Gijisi Tug‐of‐War Preservation 
Association enables tug‐of‐war to be played, opening the opportunity for people 
to participate temporarily. Its centripetal but reciprocal features, or centrifugal 
but self-centered feature, show a reorganization of the district for the tug‐of‐war. 
Attendance at Gijisi tug‐of‐war and its nearby regional community can be catego-
rized into three regions. 

• Gijisi: the other side of the spring, marketplace, Gongjaengi, Antlmosi
• Songak‐myeon: Gagyo‐ri, Banggye‐ri, Bondang‐ri, Banchon‐ri, Bonggyo‐

ri, Gwangmyeong‐ri, Bogun‐ri, Jungheung‐ri, Ogok‐ri, Bugok‐ri, Wolgok‐ri, 
Jeonggok‐ ri, Hanjin‐ri, Gahak‐ri, Seokpo‐ri, Godei‐ri

• Hapdeok‐eup, Sinpyeong‐myeon, Ugang‐myeon, Sunseong‐myeon, Myeoncheon‐
myeon, Dangjin‐eup, Songsan‐myeon, Godei‐myeon, Seongmun‐myeon, 
Jeongmi‐myeon, Daehoji‐myeon

Region 1 is the regional unit of Gijisi, which participates in the tug‐of‐war as a vil-
lage. Region 2, Songak‐myeon, is divided depending on ri (a Korean administrative 
district unit). Region 3 consists of eup or myeon (additional Korean administrative 
district units). Gijisi tug‐of‐war participants are divided depending on villages under 
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Gijisi while participants of Songak‐myeon, which is remote from the place of tug‐of‐
war, are divided based on Korean administrative district units. 

It is not a recent phenomenon that participant categories depend on streets cen-
tered on Gijisi. Since the time of the Japanese occupation until the 1970s, villages from 
all over Dangjin brought nonggi (a village flag). And in Gijisi, several pungmul bands 
(Korean folk bands) of each village have attended. However, in myeon district units, 
such as Songak‐myeon and Songsan‐myeon, each ri unit could participate. In eup and 
large myeon district units, such as Dangjin, Myeoncheon‐myeon, and Hapdeok, each 
myeon unit joins by gathering villages. 

The divided feature of the center and the undivided character of periphery show 
some value hierarchy. A boundary among districts was set and a binary opposition such 
as central and peripheral, divided and undivided, and organized and unorganized can 
be developed. It can be interpreted as ‘the level of organization or order that we who 
are centered have’ and ‘the disorganized feature that they those on peripheral have.’ 
Finally, it means that a community of Gijisi tug‐of‐war is not entirely open and has a 
division between the inside and outside, which defines a boundary. 

As stated, the tug‐of‐war community has a center—Gijisi. It does not lose its cen-
tral role in the performance of tug‐of‐war and transmission. In the Gijisi tug‐of‐war 
community, a preservation association functions as a center while regional com-
munities support its roles. A preservation association strongly reveals centripetal 
features, having rules and regulations. Regional communities surrounding a preser-
vation association are divided into the center and the periphery. The Gijisi tug‐of‐war 
community is opened externally, but it has its rules. That is, in Gijisi tug‐of‐war, a 
preservation association is a center and regional communities are periphery, which 
sets up a boundary with a center and a periphery among regional communities sup-
porting a preservation association.

The characteristic of a Gijisi tug‐of‐war community shows a center of certain local 
area as well as openness toward the outside. Such a community is not conservative 
and reactionary. It is not engrossed in defending a preexisting condition. Its iden-
tity is not exclusive and self‐righteous. Contemporary Gijisi tug‐of‐war does not 
contribute to strengthen already established relations. It extends its arms and hugs 
people. Such formed solidarity signifies inner unity as well as growing solidarity 
toward the external.

THE MEMORY OF THE JUL NANJANG COMMUNITY 
AND A FAMILIAR NEW COMMUNITY

In the past, Gijisi was a major transportation point through which people south and 
west of Myuncheon‐gun would travel on their way to Hanyang (Seoul), and, as such, 
it was a place where a market opened—Jul Nanjang. In Gijisi-ri, a tug‐of‐war was 
played to activate the market. The past name of tug‐of‐war, Jul Nanjang, shows the 
relationship between the market and Gijisi tug‐of‐war and between merchants and 
the Gijisi tug‐of‐war community. Gijisi tug‐of‐war was called Jul Nanjang before a 
formal name, ‘Gijisi Tug‐of‐War,’ was given in 1982 by designation as an important 
intangible cultural asset. 

The close relationship between tug‐of‐war games and merchants in Gijisi is revealed 
in old sayings such as “By opening Jul Nanjang once, a village can earn a living for 
three years,” “By opening Jul Nanjang once, a person can buy a huge rice paddy,” and 

“By opening Jul Nanjang, a spring of distilleries would be dry.” In addition, another 
old saying reveals economic usefulness, “There is no farmland in an avenue, Tlmusi, 
and merchants in this place earn a living by trade. It is a way to earn a living without 
farmland. Residents in Tlmusi seem to use their brain well.”
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Merchants took the roles of planning, sponsoring, and progressing Jul Nanjang. 
The mention that “a leader was selected among merchants and was in charge of whole 
process of tug‐of‐war from making straw ropes to supervising an event” brings a pres-
ervation association to mind. Securing financial resources and developing the whole 
event are the roles of contemporary local government or the festival board; therefore, 
merchants can be considered to have taken more active and expanded roles than those 
of the present preservation association.

However, merchants who planned, supported, and progressed Jul Nanjang belonged 
to certain organizations. Dongseok Gang was a leader of the Susang Party and at the 
same time he was a Sijang Yeonggam (administrative boss of Giji market) in the 1940s, 
one of the peddler organizations, Yedeok commerce may have commanded Jul Nanjang 
at the time and likely the reason why Sijang Yeonggam was a title of honor of an exec-
utive in Yedeok commerce. Therefore, a peddler organization supervised Jul Nanjang 
and may have taken on all roles of the contemporary preservation association, festival 
board, and local government.

Several interviews show that merchants supported the tug‐of‐war. Because the 
place for the tug‐of‐war was a market and merchants gained large profits from it, an 
inseparable relation between the tug‐of‐war and market can be inferred. However, it 
was not only the power of merchants that made the tug‐of‐war possible. In the case 
of twisting straw ropes, fishermen in Ansem port were responsible.

When playing tug‐of‐war, residents in a farming village near Gijisi twisted gyekjul 
(straw ropes derived from the main straw rope) that they were supposed to pull while 
participating in the tug‐of‐war and raising their village flags. The districts that partic-
ipated in a tug‐ of‐war and raised their village flags during the Japanese colonial era 
up to 1970s were Sunseong‐myeon, Songsan‐myeon, Songak‐myeon, Sinpyeong‐myeon, 
Hapdeok‐eup, Myeoncheon‐myeon, Dangjin‐eup, and others. Villages participating 
in the tug‐of‐war were mostly matched against those who used the market in Gijisi-ri. 
This means that the tug‐of‐war in Gijisi was not a simple market event but a play of 
community to unify zones of local trade.

Before designation as an important intangible cultural asset, merchants of a Yedeok 
commerce branch in Gijisi, fishermen near ports, and residents near farming villages 
were jointly responsible for Jul Nanjang in Gijisi. It was a region-wide event that tied 
nearby farming villages and several ports as a community. Jul Nanjang in Gijisi can 
be considered a region-wide event in which fishermen twisted straw ropes and farm-
ers participated in planning and supporting merchants.

Through Jul Nanjang, merchants benefited economically by activating the market, 
and fishermen were rewarded by providing wisdom and techniques. In addition, farm-
ers represented their real fun and gained experience in solidarity through Jul Nanjang, 
both of which activated and strengthened communities in the Gijisi market.

This, however, raises questions about whether Jul Nanjang was held only for reasons 
of gain and whether Jul Nanjang communities cooperated only to satisfy practical and 
secular desires. Here, Jaeho Kim’s ‘traditional values toward a market’ is worth notice. 
Traditional values toward a market in which people with various occupations shared 
might be important regarding how Jul Nanjang in Gijisi began.

It is thought that “communication between sky and human and between human and 
human plays an important role in the birth of a market.” In traditional Korean thought, 
market distribution flows more smoothly, and its function can be kept properly when 
both the sky and humans or humans and humans can communicate mentally and 
physically. In the case of Gijisi, sky-to-human communication was practiced through 
Majeon Gut, a shamanistic ritual for good harvests. The geographic discourse related to 
Jul Nanjang might have also resulted from recognition; that is to say, communication 
between the sky and humans. Human-to-human communication developed through 
Jul Nanjang. Through Gijisi Jul Nanjang, people experience twisting, moving, and 
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pulling straw ropes. The solidarity resulting from the whole process of the tug‐of‐war 
becomes an example of good communication.

Finally, Jul Nanjang can be considered an event to activate sky-human and 
human-human communication. People thought Gijisi’s prosperity was God’s will and at 
the same time was possible only when people communicate smoothly. The perspective 
that attempts to understand traditional values toward a market through Jul Nanjang 
takes a different position that considers Jul Nanjang as a contemporary figure or a 
transformation of traditional tug‐of‐war. The former sees Jul Nanjang as a cultural 
device based on traditional market values.

The memory of Jul Nanjang in Gijisi began in the early twentieth century. If we 
trace back the patchwork of such memories, Gijisi Jul Nanjang began in 1922 and was 
maintained by the planning and support of the merchant organization. It was halted 
from the end of Japanese occupation until the Korean War. From the 1960s to the early 
1970s, merchants recommended planning and sponsoring the tug-of-war. Alongside 
this, there were also supportive participations of certain groups and organizations, 
such as a veterans’ association, Gijisi Ten Young Men’s Association, Co‐op of Gijisi, 
presidents of Gijisi neighborhood associations, and a development committee. From 
the 1960s to the early 1970s, with the planning and support of the tug‐of‐war, from 
the merchant and veteran associations, Gijisi Ten Young Men’s Association, a co‐op of 
Gijisi, presidents of Gijisi neighborhood association, development committee and so on.

Jul Nanjang reconstructed from memory is merchant‐centered and was played 
region-wide in Daedong. Here, merchants provide the place for Jul Nanjang; fisher-
men offer the wisdom and technique; and farmers participate. Gijisi-ri merchants play 
a key role in holding Jul Nanjang while Jul Nanjang is not closed for them. It is not 
limited to certain markets. Because of the market characteristics, Jul Nanjang should 
be opened. The more that people participate, the better. From the very beginning, Jul 
Nanjang was centrifugal and open.

Since 1986, the agent of Gijisi Jul Nanjang has changed from the merchant orga-
nization to a preservation association. Such an agent change has continued and has 
caused several changes, which means there are differences between Jul Nanjang’s and 
the preservation association’s tug‐of‐war. One such difference is which party is in 
charge of the head of susang and suha. In the past, a fine‐built and venerable man was 
selected as head. A head supervised all processes of Jul Nanjang. It was an executive 
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of Sangmu commerce, a nationwide merchant network, played the role of head since 
the Japanese occupation until Korean independence. Today, the head is also selected 
from by the preservation association.

Despite differences between merchant‐centered and preservation-association‐cen-
tered organization, the characteristics of the past Jul Nanjang community look like 
those of the contemporary tug‐of war community that is “aiming for a region-wide and 
centrifugal community,” “seeking a transcendental community beyond regionalism 
and blood ties,” “opening to outside groups.” Today, the preservation-association‐cen-
tered tug‐of‐war community is being opened, aiming for a new composite festival.

An open community similar to the past Jul Nanjang community is being formed. 
Jul Nanjang was merchant‐centered and played throughout the Daedong region. In 
Jul Nanjang, merchants supported the wisdom of fishermen and farmers participated. 
The place was a market, so that it was open and precipitated the idea that the more 
people who participated the better. This is why the preservation-association-centered 
tug‐of‐war is different from the past Jul Nanjang but remains familiar. It shows that 
the past Jul Nanjang was a model of a regional festival. 

CONCLUSION

In summary, a Korean community might play tug‐of‐war to pray for prosperity, social 
unity, harmony, and solidarity. In the performance of traditional tug‐of‐war, men 
and women of all ages have participated and communicated multi‐dimensionally. In 
other words, a tug‐of‐war has reinforced solidarity, a sense of belonging and an iden-
tity of community members. A tug‐of‐war community involves those who twist straw 
ropes and those who pull straw ropes. In doing so to maintain communal peace and 
shared a sense of unity in a way that does not restrict conditions of participation and 
increases a sense of homogeneity. In addition, a belief or recognition in preventing 
misfortune and keeping peace in the community through the tug‐of‐war has played 
an important role.

General characteristics of Gijisi tug‐of‐war are similar to those of other traditional 
tug‐of‐war games. Notable Gijisi tug‐of‐war research results highlight that merchant 
organization planned and supervised previous tug‐of‐war games—Jul Nanjang—and 
that communities related to the tug‐of‐war consist of various occupational groups. It 
is also notable that Jul Nanjang was a community event and not based on villages or 
towns but on a market.

Contemporary Gijisi tug‐of‐war oddly shows such notable points. The reason I say 
“oddly” is that Gijisi tug‐of‐war shows the past features of Jul Nanjang even though it 
has not developed continuously from Jul Nanjang. It signifies that Gijisi tug‐of‐war, 
which aims to be a new composite festival, still has features of past Jul Nanjang. In 
other words, it is possible because Jul Nanjang has been a model for a new composite 
festival that Gijisi tug‐of‐war aims to be.
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T hroughout the years, I have been researching Korean recreational activ-
ities, and among them, the tug-of-war was definitely the most central theme. 
According to my research, the Korean tug-of-war has many different fea-
tures following the different regional characteristics, but they also have 

similar patterns. Although it is possible to speculate that the diverse characteristics 
of each region’s tug-of-war is due to the area’s geo-ecological, sociocultural, and magi-
co-religious factors and culture exchange, it is difficult to prove these factors in depth. 
Thus, this paper examines the diverse features present in the tug-of-war through 
studies completed up to now. Also I would like to add that the only intent for the tug-
of-war studies was to compile and examine them in this report.

Despite many methods in examining the diversity of tug-of-war, this paper sets a 
few standards to reveal the present features, and with these standards, the meaning 
of Korean tug-of-war can be understood.

THE DIVERSITY OF TUG-OF-WAR

The project will highlight many characteristics, including the size of the transmission 
group, space and time, type of rope, team composition, rope processing modes, rope 
materials, and the relationship with the community god.

Transmission Group Size

The community in pre-modern times can be classified geographically into three levels: 
village, county, and country. There could also be a township level between the village 
and country levels, or a province between the county and country levels, but except for 
special cases, it was not easy to form regional belongingness at these administrative 
district levels. Therefore, community festivals existed naturally as village festivals, 
county festivals, and country festivals. Nationwide competitions existed in ancient 
times, but these festivals at the country level gradually disappeared. The festivals at 
the county and village levels were established according to factors such as changes 
in administrative policies, enhancement of agricultural productivity, and so on. The 
tug-of-war was conducted as the main role of the festivals; it has been transmitted 
naturally at the village and county levels.

For the tug-of-war, transmitted at the county level, members of the county would 
normally gather to participate on a small scale. However, in certain circumstances 
celebrating good harvests or emergencies such as illnesses in the community, the 
majority of the county people took part, and the tug-of-war became an extra-large 
event. If one would call the former tug-of-war a ‘closed county type tug-of-war,’ the 
latter would be an ‘opened county type tug-of-war.’ Meanwhile, the same aspects can 
be found in the village tug-of-war, where the transmission of tug-of-war is based on 
the village level. Usually just the villagers would participate on a small scale, but in 
certain circumstances, people from nearby villages would also join in, making the 
tug-of-war a big event. Similarly, the former would be a ‘closed village type tug-of-
war,’ and the latter would be an ‘open village type tug-of-war.’ The open village type 
tug-of-war, where members of an out-group can participate, was not possible for all 
villages. It was practicable in areas of bigger villages, such as villages with a train sta-
tion, township office, or military base. For this kind of discriminative tug-of-war, a 
folklore categorization system could be used interchangeably. A tug-of-war guaran-
teeing the participation of an out-group member was called ‘big rope,’ and the others 
were called ‘alley rope,’ ‘town rope,’ or ‘baby rope.’
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Space and Time

From information researched up to now, the Korean tug-of-war is practiced in two 
different ways; those held at a certain fixed time, and others held in special cases. The 
latter case implies special circumstances, such as an extreme drought or an epidemic. 
The tug-of-war events held during certain fixed times would most likely be practiced 
before and after the first full moon of the lunar calendar year (daeboreum). However, 
when reviewing literature from the past, we can find that tug-of-war events were also 
held during the fifth day of the fifth month of the year according to the lunar calen-
dar (Dano) and on the Korean Thanksgiving Day (Chuseok). According to Haksungji, 
a tug-of-war named maduhee was held in the Ulsan area every year during Dano. Also 
in Dongguksesigi, it is mentioned that a tug-of-war named jorijihee was held on Jeju 
Island every year during Chuseok. In reference to this information, we can see that 
Dano and Chuseok were also periods for participating in a tug-of-war, but it is not 
clear when this period was unified to before and after the daeboreum.

The spatial area for tug-of-war was simply a place where pulling a long rope would be 
convenient. The area was determined according to the size of the rope and geograph-
ical conditions of the region. Farmland or large roads would be chosen for the inland 
areas and even alleys for small-scale tugs-of-war. Whereas in inland areas with a large 
river, a wide open space near the water would most likely be chosen. The tug-of-war 
held in Jangheung, Jeonranam Province, near the River Tamjin, would be an exam-
ple of this kind. In comparison, coastal areas would generally have the tug-of-war on 
a sandy beach. Tug-of-war events of the Korean east coast would represent this kind.

Types of Rope

There are two types of rope in Korean tug-of-war—single and double. In the Honam 
region, the single rope is common while the double rope is used in other areas. Since 
the single rope is only one rope, there is no division of gender, but the double rope 
is divided into male and female ropes. There has not yet been any variation for the 
single-rope type. It is normal to pull on the whole rope itself, without any side ropes. 
On the contrary, the double rope shows many variations. Mostly, many service ropes 
(jongjul) are tied along the whole rope so that people can pull on the jongjul. This type 
is called the centipede rope (jinejul) because it looks like a centipede. However, in areas 
such as Samcheok, Gangwon Province, or Dongnae of Busan, the whole rope itself is 
made of many ropes, and on each of the many ropes many jongjul are attached, and 
people would pull on the jongjul. This type is called crab rope (gaejul) because it looks 
like a crab.

When discussing matters of the rope type, one cannot forget about the gaejul. The 
rope is thin and about five to six meters long. Connecting the two ends of the rope, it 
goes around between the participants’ legs and over the necks of two people lying down 
toe to toe, facing opposite directions. Then the two people crawl in opposite directions; 
the one who gets pulled back loses. The gaejul tug-of-war of Gamnae of Miryang in 
Gyeosangnam Province would be representative of this type. Similar forms can be 
also found in Uljin, Yeongdeok, Punggi, and Sunsan areas of Gyeongsangbuk Province.

Composition of Teams

The tug-of-war is a competition between two teams from the community. There are two 
ways of dividing teams. One is to divide by gender, and the other is to divide according 
to the members’ location. When divided by gender, the female team includes not only 

Chapter 6 Korean Tug-of-War: Diversity and Its Significance68



females but also unmarried men. The male team has only married men. For example, 
if there is a family of a father, a mother, and three unmarried children, the father 
would be on the male team and the others would be on the female team. When divid-
ing the team according to location, it is generally divided by east/west, north/south, 
and upper/lower sides. Dividing as male and female is seen in all single-rope tugs-
of-war and double-rope tugs-of-war held in Honam and some areas of the Gyeonggi 
Province. The location-compiled team composition is seen in most double-rope tugs-
of-war, excluding the examples above.

In connection to composing teams, areas that divide the teams according to gender 
see a female victory as a guarantee for abundance and fertility in the region. There 
are many opinions, so it is difficult to classify this competition as a real competition. 
However, this opinion is due to a lack of examining the attributes or constructional 
matters that the competitive activity pursues. In fact, we can verify that both teams 
pull with all their strength when we see them at the site. The male team does not pur-
posely lose to the female team. The problem is that there is a custom where the male 
team is unfairly composed.

Mode of Processing the Rope

After the tug-of-war is finished, the processing mode can be classified in two ways: the 
consuming type and the preserving type. The consuming type can be further divided 
into two: instant consumption type and sending away bad luck type. The former can 
be commonly seen in double-rope tugs-of-war and the latter is especially found in 
matches held near a riverside. The preserving type can also be divided further into 
two: one-year preservation type and permanent preservation type. The former can 
be found in the single-rope tug-of-war, soaking the rope in Dangsan, the body of the 
community god, and changing it with a new rope the following year. In the perma-
nent preservation type, the people consider the rope itself as part of the community 
god and worship it.

In the instant consumption type, the rope is cut into many pieces or the rope is used 
after the tug-of-war is finished, but there are superstitions related to the rope’s usage.

• Your house will have good luck if you put the rope on top of the roof
• There will be a good harvest if you put the rope on farmland
• Bad luck cannot enter if you hang the rope on the front door
• If a sterile woman drinks a tea made from boiling the rope, she can become pregnant
• If a sick person drinks tea made from boiling the rope, he or she will become well
• There will be a rich catch if you put the rope on the boat and sail
• There will be sufficient water and no drought if you block a reservoir

The above is based on preventing misfortune, which is seen as the role of the rope. 
Since the tug-of-war includes wishes for driving out evil spirits and bringing peace, the 
rope contributes to guaranteeing each family’s peace. Thus, the double rope, instant 
consumption type of tug-of-war shows the subdivision and intensified aspects of the 
rope’s effect from the village level to the family level.

According to the sending away bad luck, if the rope, which was stacked in a circle, is 
carried away, the misfortune of that year is also washed away. In Heunam-ri, Yeoju-gun 
of Gyeonggi Province, the people would put the rope on the frozen river, and when the 
river melted in the spring, the rope would be swept away. The people believed that the 
bad luck in their village would also be swept away with the rope. In Mokgae, Jungwon 
of Chungcheongbuk Province, the people put the male and female rope side by side on 
the lake, and if the two ropes were carried away at the same time, they believed it was 
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a positive sign. On the other hand, in Asan of Chungchungnam Province, the tug-of-
war is practiced after the Dragon King Ceremony (Yongwangjae). Here, the rope was 
seen as the body of the Dragon King. In the ceremony, the people would pray to the 
shaman to prevent disasters and bad luck and for happiness and peace. Then the tug-
of-war was held, and the rope was stacked near the riverside in a circle similar to the 
shape of a snake. When the rope was swept away, in other words, when the dragon goes 
back to the water, the people believed that the bad luck of the village also went away.

In the one-year preservation type the rope is not damaged after the tug-of-war; 
instead it is tied around the community god, Dangsan. Taekgyu Kim perceives the 
rope as a symbol of the sexual organ and giving the example of Ipseok-ri of Gimje 
Jeonrabuk Province, he sees that the act of tying the rope as a symbolic sexual act. 
Hyungoo Kang looks at the event as bringing the Dragon King to the village and pray-
ing for peacefulness as well as an act for a good harvest. Tying the rope to the Dangsan 
was recognized as putting clothes on Dangsan, and this means it is a combination of 
the Dragon King and the Dangsan. In Dolmosan, Buan Jeonbuk, the Dangsan ritual’s 
written prayer says, ”Removing old clothes and putting on new clothes.” Gisun Cha 
mentions that this act personifies and gives individuality to the Dangsan, and thus 
includes Dangsan as a member of the town. As a phenomenon, it can be interpreted 
this way, but the motif of the combination between the Dragon and the Dangsan is 
more pervasive.

Not only in Ipseok-ri, Gimje-si, but also in Naeyo-ri, Buam-eup, and Jeongnyang-ri, 
Jeongeup-si, the rope pulled by women is wound at the bottom of the Dangsan, and the 
rope pulled by men is wound on the top of the women’s rope. Most regions enacting a 
tug-of-war using a single line and the Ho-nam region’s enactment with double lines 
also go through the same process as described as above. This represents a sexual act, 
similar to the representations in Golmaegijul in Mopo-ri, Pohang-si, Gyeongsangbuk 
Province. Considering that coiling a rope at the Dangsan is regarded as combining a 
huge organ with Dangsan or personifying Dangsan isn’t very persuasive. As stated 
earlier, the primary meaning of this action is to pray for wealth and fertility by com-
bining Dongsin (the village god), who influences stability and peace, with Yongsin (the 
sea god), who influences good and bad harvests. The secondary meaning is a continu-
ous guarantee of annual wealth via sexual acts of Yongsin.

Among the permanent preservation type, in the tug-of-war of Mopo-ri, Janggi-
myeon, Pohang-si in Gyeongsangbuk Province, the middle rope is regarded as the body 
of the village god. In this village, the female rope symbolizes an old woman (golmaegi 
halmae) while the male rope symbolizes an old man (golmaegi halbae). When a tug-of-
war ends, the ropes are stored in a village temple, Dongsa. The storage method is in the 
same context as the aforementioned Dressing Dangsan by covering the female rope 
with the male rope. Transmission groups regard it as a sexual connection between 
the old man and old woman. However, different from dressing Dangsan, the ropes 
themselves are regarded as village gods.

Rope Materials 

Generally, ropes are traditionally made of rice straw. However, in regions around the 
East Sea, including Uljin coastal areas, the ropes were made with kudzu during the 
1920s and 1930s and then made of Manila hemp and nylon used in fisheries. Searching 
through literature, it was discovered that kudzu and hemp had been used for making 
ropes while bamboo trees and bark had been used as stiffeners. The Galjeon tug-of-war, 
which is introduced in the daeboreum section of Dongguksesigi, implies that kudzu 
had been used for making ropes. When making ropes in Mopo of Gyeongsangbuk 
Province, kudzu is used as the main material, and it is reinforced with bark. The 
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kudzu ropes are stronger than those made of rice straw and can be preserved perma-
nently. The case of the Gijisi tug-of-war is another example of making ropes not only 
with rice straw but with other materials such as hemp, straw, and arrowroot vines. 
Based on these examples, it is believed that each region used kudzu, hemp, and rice 
straw as the materials at first, and then, as rice cultivation became more stable and 
resulted in higher yields, the materials for the ropes were limited to rice straw. In a 
few regions, the tradition still remains. In general, bamboo trees had been used as a 
stiffener for the rope. The use of bamboo trees is observed from Samchuk of the East 
Sea to Jangheung of the southwest sea region, and the distribution coincided with 
the dispersion of the northern boundary line of bamboo trees.

Pre-Play and Post-Play Activities

When the rope is made, prior to starting a tug-of-war, the village is involved with pre-
play activities. The pre-play activities are divided according to the scale and type of the 
rope. Gossaum, for example, is a Korean sport in which two teams each carry a large 
braided straw structure called go. The object of the game is to knock the other team’s 
go to the ground. Gossaum is currently being conducted independently, but originally 
it was a pre-play activity for the double-rope tug-of-war. The most representative pre-
play activities currently being conducted is in Otdol-ri, Gwangsan-gu, Gwangju in 
Jeonranam Province; issaum of Youngsan in Changnyeong-gun and yongdussaum of 
Danyang in Chungcheongbuk Province; yongmeorissaum of Hujeong, Jukbyeon, Uljin, 
in Gyeongsangbuk Province; and the yonghonori of Muan, Milyang in Gyeongsangnam 
Province—they each have pre-play activities similar gossaum. While these games were 
merely conducted as a pre-play for the tug-of-war, the final match ended through the 
tug-of-war. In the case of a single-rope type, there are no formal pre-play activities, 
but there is a unique activity called masildolgi. While the rope is being prepared, the 
people bring it around the village accompanied by a pungmul, a traditional Korean folk 
band with flags of different colors to encourage a festive mood.

Meanwhile, the activities conducted after the tug-of-war are singjeonnori of 
Suncheon in Jeonranam Province; bagsissaum of Jumgok-myeon, Sachon-ri; uisung 
in Gyeongsangbuk Province; and jingssagi of Jeongryang in Jeonrabuk Province. 
Singjeonnori is a game in which the winning group goes to the village of the loosing 
group and makes fun of them, and the losing group responds to the banter. Bagsissaum 
is an activity in which both groups interact with each other by pushing and pulling at 
each other, and jingssagi is an activity in which the people carrying the rope organize 
battle arrays accompanied by a pungmul. Such activities are promptly conducted com-
pared to pre-play activities, and the format is not directly related to the tug-of-war. 
Moreover, these games have their origins from the empty coffin activities performed 
on the day before the procession. Bagsissaum is played independently in nearby regions. 

However, got tree fighting, which is a post-play activity to the tug-of-war in 
Youngchun in Gyeongsangbuk Province, has different features. In this activity, the 
participants fight to take the tree used for connecting each rope. People seem to be 
more interested in the tree fight than in the tug-of-war. When the match concludes, 
the fighters at the head of the rope struggle to get the tree, and the winner is the one 
who has the tree at the end of the game. The fighting takes place until the first day of 
February. This aspect is different from the other post-play games as well as the pre-
play activities, such as gossaum, and masildolgi. Moreover, considering that this play 
is conducted in succession to the tug-of-war and it is using the got tree as part of the 
rope, it is evident that this has originated from the tug-of-war. However, since people 
recognize it as an independent format, got tree fighting is distinctive from other pre-
play and post-play activities.
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Relations with the Rituals for the Village God

The tug-of-war is accompanied by rituals for the village god with various folk arts. In 
festivals, the tug-of-war is connected to rituals in a certain way. The single-rope tug-
of-war and double-rope tug-of-war in Honam Province are conducted prior to the 
ritual on the same day. This is called the play first, ritual later style. Differing from 
this, the double-rope tug-of-war in other regions is conducted not on the day of ritual, 
but the day after the ritual or a few days after. This is called the ritual first, play later 
style. In the play first, ritual later style, the tug-of-war is directly connected to the 
ritual. In these regions, making the ropes, rope exorcisms, walking around the village, 
rituals, and post-play are conducted successively in a single day, and the processes are 
closely connected. Compared to this, in the type of ritual first, play later, the tug-of-
war and the rituals don’t seem to be connected to each other at first glance, as they 
are conducted over long intervals. However, when the whole period of the tug-of-war 
is regarded as a New Year festival, this gap is not as noticeable.

TUG-OF-WAR CATEGORIZATION 

Based on the aforementioned, the categorization of Korean tug-of-war into various 
types is as follows:

 First, based on the size of transmission group, Korean tug-of-war has been trans-
mitted at the county and village level. County type uses double ropes while village 
type uses both single rope and double ropes. While the single-rope type appears in 
Honam Province, double-rope types appear in Honam Province and other regions. By 
the manner in which the participants line up, the county type forms groups accord-
ing to regions while village type makes forms groups based on gender in the case of 
single rope. However, in the case of double ropes, they form groups sometimes based 
on gender and at other times based on regions, such as in Gyeonggi Province and 
Honam Province. This is connected to the way of disposing of the ropes. A single rope 
usually goes through the one-year preservation while there are various aspects in the 
case of double ropes. First, if the grouping is according to regions, instant consump-
tion, driving off misfortune, and permanent preservation types appears. Driving off 

Figure 1: Tug-of-war categorization

Standards

Scale of 
transmission  group

Type of rope Team composition Rope disposal method
Play in relation to the 
 village god rituals

Country type Double rope Region Instant consumption Ritual first, play follows

Village type Single rope Gender One-year preservation Play first, ritual follows

Double rope Region
Instant consumption
Driving out misfortune
Permanent preservation

Ritual first, play follows

Gender Instant consumption 
One-year preservation

Ritual first, play follows
Play first, ritual follows
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misfortune type appears only in the areas around the river such as the River Han. 
Permanent preservation type only appears in the Mopo-ri, Janggi in Gyeongsangbuk 
Province. Other regions have instant consumption type. When a group is decided by 
gender, Gyeonggi Province shows the instant consumption type, and Honam Province 
shows the one-year preservation type. Such aspects are connected to the ritual for the 
village god. While conducting the ritual first and playing after is generally involved 
when forming a group by regions; in regions in which groups are formed by gender, 
there are different aspects, such as the playing first and holding the ritual later type 
in the instant consumption type as well as holding the ritual first playing in a one-
year preservation region. Likewise, the Korean tug-of-war cannot be divided by rope 
type but by the organic connection of various elements.

MEANING OF THE TUG-OF-WAR

The tug-of-war is mostly implemented during beginning of the year to bid farewell to 
the old year and greet the new, but it has also taken place during Dano and Chuseok in 
some regions. Usually Daeboreum, Dano, and Chuseok are classified as holidays, but 
when considering the cultural characteristics, these are in the turning points of the 
year and seasons, and they were regional festivals for communities to organize and 
systematize a year. The holidays as festivals had created non-typical times and places 
juxtaposed to daily life, and daedongnori is a collective human behavior conducted 
during these times. Among this collective behavior, the tug-of-war is situated at the 
center of the performances with jisinbabgi, ganggangsulae, and other non-competitive 
activities fulfilling the collectiveness of the festival for people of all ages and both 
genders. The reason that the tug-of-war is the most universal performance among 
the activities is because the participants are openly participating.

The festiveness of the tug-of-war materializes while the rigid rules of daily life 
decrease or disappear during the tug-of-war period. The leader of the rope during 
the tug-of-war is an example. Usually the leader of the rope is selected from among 
rich and middle-class farmers, but a powerful lower-class person can also be selected. 
The rope leader leads the community based on his authority as festival leader during 
the tug-of-war, from preparation to implementation. In the case of Youngsan, the 
leader hangs a flag at his house and rides a cow or horse accompanied by the pung-
mul band when he moves. Even though he is a commoner in daily life, he is the leader 
during the festival. This aspect is reminiscent of a carnival king, even if each context 
is different, and is an example showing a situation in which the dominant rules of 
society are replaced by those of the festival. Furthermore, the festivals also demon-
strate changes of daily rules within human relationships. The single-rope tug-of-war 
in Jeonra Province shows the priority of the female group and shows a departure 
from the male-oriented structure of daily lives. This also appears in the double-rope 
tug-of-war by females and males. For example, in a case of Wolsong tug-of-war of 
Byeonghaeeup, Uljingun in Gyeongsangbuk Province, a newlywed bride was pulling 
the rope under the groin of her father-in-law. This episode shows the festivity of the 
tug-of-war, without any discrimination, focusing only on the pulling behavior itself. 
Moreover, the tremendous sexual connection represented by the connection of the 
female rope and the male rope accompanied by the sexual conversations, and the con-
tact of female and male participants in the same group will be interpreted as the role 
of breaking the daily taboos pressured by the dominant ideology, the sexual expres-
sions, and communications.

The religious characteristics of the Korean tug-of-war are found through the mother 
earth religion, praying for fertility by imitating the sexual connection and the Dragon 
King. First of all, let’s look into the matter of mother earth religion. Every type of 
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Joining the male and female ropes 
in Gijisi tug-of-war © Hosik Choi

tug-of-war regards the female group winning as a year of abundance. This same belief 
is also present in the double-rope tug-of-war, where a win by the teams from the west, 
bottom, and south also represents prosperity during a year. Accepting a female win 
as positive is connected to the belief towards the mother earth god. In agrarian soci-
ety, the belief to the mother earth god is inevitable, and this belief is reflected in the 
daedongnori, and the practices that regard the west winning as a representation of 
the female is generalized.

Let’s take a look at the fertility prayers demonstrating or representing sexual inter-
course. Crossing the male and female rope is considered a union of the dual genders. 
In Seongnam-si, Gyeonggi Province, and Uljin-si, Gyeongsangbuk Province, the male 
rope is referred to as the male dragon, and the female rope is called the female dragon. 
Combining the two ropes is considered a sexual act between the two dragons. In other 
regions, the combination of the two dragons is not well known, but instead, the focus 
is on combining the man and woman. In terms of the Youngsan tug-of-war practiced 
in Changnyeong-si, Gyeongsangnam Province in 1993, very strong, direct, and cari-
catured sexual discourse was communicated during a one-hour long tug-of-war. This 
is not only limited to the Youngsan tug-of-war but is the common aspect of the dou-
ble-rope type tug-of-war in the other regions. Obviously the union of the ropes is 
considered to represent the beginning of sexual intercourse. This is also true in the 
yongho games in Milyang-si and Wolsong tug-of-war in Uljin-si. Besides the yongho 
fight, the union of two ropes is considered a combination of the two genders.

On the other hand, in the single-rope tug-of-war, the motif of combining two genders 
is not expressed as much. However, combining two genders, dividing into two groups, 
and competing with each other shows a similar sequential development of meaning 
(symbol of two genders  combination  interaction), so the same interpretation is 
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possible. Moreover, the female team, made up of women and single men, makes direct 
physical contact possible. Also, when the rope is wound in a sacred place after the tug-
of-war, placing the male rope on the female rope is also considered to symbolize a 
sexual act. Meanwhile, in case of Donryeung tug-of-war in Songtan-si, Galmaeul tug-
of-war in Yicheon-si, and Wolsong tug-of-war in Uljin-si, males and females appear 
with groom and bride costumes and demonstrate the wedding while expressing diverse 
sexual motifs. Combining two genders is based on the solidarity between the form and 
the action of the living and based on the faith that actual or demonstrative sexual acts 
bring fertility and wealth.

Next is about the dragon faith in the tug-of-war. The dragon faith in Korea has 
two characteristics related to the gods of water and farming. Tug-of-war activities 
focus on the features of a dragon faith related to agriculture. Examples that show the 
relations between the rope and the dragon are found everywhere. In Jeongnyang-ri, 
Jeongeup-si, the head part of the rope is called the head of the dragon, and the tail 
part of the rope is called the tail of the dragon. In Hujeong, Uljin-si, the female rope 
is called female dragon, and the male rope is called the male dragon, and the same 
terminology is used in Heunam, Yeoju-si. In Hoengseong-si, the dragon is projected 
with scales on the dragon rope. In some places, such as Milyang-si in and Wolsong, 
Uljin-si, the female rope is called a dragon and the male rope is called a tiger, but this 
is an exception. Lee Woo Young in Dangjin-si, a Gijisi tug-of-war skill holder, described 
the scene of the rope moving as follows:

The scene of the rope moving is the most magnificent march and majestic sight of all the events. 

The rope becomes a dragon. The wind rises and as does the dust and dirt. This is why the tug-of-

war is called the harmony of a dragon or the harmony of a god, and people say this year will have 

a good harvest.

He sees moving the rope as a dragon rising to heaven. Also, he has faith in the year 
having a good harvest since the dragon has supernatural power. The scene of carry-
ing the rope through the village is a simulation of the dragon wriggling and flying.

The double-rope type tug-of-war has a ritual of visiting the patron saint before 
being moved to the place where the tug-of-war is performed. This is a reunion of the 
dragon and the patron saint. This reunion is a form of the dragon giving birth to the 
patron saint. People pray that the tug-of-war will go without any accidents. In Hujeong, 
Uljin-si, before and after the tug-of-war, people carry the rope to the house of the 
patron saint and ritually coil the rope. Before and after this process, the “head game” 
is played. This game, beginning with crossing the two ropes, is also called “rising of 
the dragon” or “fight of the dragon head.” Crossing the two rope heads is considered 
a fight between the dragons. The song that people sing when they carry the rope and 
move clearly shows the relations between the rope and the dragon.

Go, go, let’s go 

go to pull the rope 

look at the village from the top of the dragon 

go, go, let’s go.

When carrying the rope through the village, one person is lifted onto the rope. This 
person is the first singer of the rope song because the top of the rope is considered 
the top of dragon.

Through the facts examined above, in the most places, the identification of the rope 
and the dragon was very general. But the difference is how the dragon faith of each 
tug-of-war has appeared. The attitude toward the dragon is ambivalent. The ritual 
for rain and the dragon jar are representative examples that show the ambivalent 
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attitude toward the dragon. In the ritual for rain, the dragon is stimulated and abused 
to comply with the people’s wishes. However, in the faith of the dragon jar, the dragon 
is worshiped. This kind of ambivalent characteristics of the dragon faith can be seen 
in the tug-of-war.

First, let’s take a look at the case that the dragon is being worshiped. In the sin-
gle-rope type, when the rope making is completed, a julgut (exorcism) is performed 
with the scattered rope. In the double-rope type, the julgosa (shamanistic ritual) is 
performed. In Jeongnyang-ri, Jeongeup-si, after the completed single-rope arrives 
at the place, a pungmul band plays while running back and forth between the head 
and the tail of the rope. In the double-rope type in Changnyeong-si and Uljin-si, gosa 
is practiced at the front of the dragon head. Also in the double-rope type in Chungdo, 
praying for a safe tug-of-war and a good harvest and rich year are seen in the written 
prayer. In this aspect, the patron saint is another form of the dragon god, the motif of 
the ceremonial dragon faith can be read. Rotating through the village is found in most 
of the single-rope types and some of the double-rope types also seem to be related to 
the dragon faith. Before practicing the tug-of-war, people carry the completed rope 
and rotate through the village. Men and women participate in this process by carrying 
the rope and going around the village. This can be thought of as a newly born dragon 
showing off of its vitality or as a projection of the dragon’s appearance. Also the act 
of lifting the rope can be seen as cheering for the dragon.

More obvious dragon worship appears in the process of handling the rope after 
practicing the tug-of-war. Most of the single-rope types and some double-rope types 
are wound around the sacred place where the patron saint is located, and the rope is 
worshiped with the patron saint throughout the year. In Gangchon area, the River 
Han, where the rope is considered a dragon god, the double rope is floated in the river 
after being used in the tug-of-war. This is sending the dragon to the water, its origi-
nal place. In Mopo-ri in Pohang-si, the rope is considered the body of the patron saint 
and it is preserved and worshiped permanently, which shows an extreme case of the 
dragon worship.

Beside this dragon worship motif, another motif stimulates the dragon. We can 
discover the motif that tries to achieve its wishes through stimulating the dragon. 
According to the documents, people threw the tiger’s head into a deep well, where it 
was believed that the dragon was dwelling. In today’s ritual for rain, not the tiger’s, 
but the dog’s, the pig’s or the cock’s head is thrown to the well. All these acts are based 
on stimulating the dragon.

In the muan yongho game, the head game of the tug-of-war, and in the Wolsong 
tug-of-war, pulling the rope transfers to the dragon and to the tiger, the people on 
each team are also related to stimulating the dragon. By making the dragon fight 
with the tiger, people are trying to stimulate the dragon to achieve their wishes. As 
we can see in murayama, the tug-of-war practiced in Ulsan-si and Jinju-si, one ritual 
for rain occurs through pulling the rope or through making the two dragons fight. 
According to the documents from Jeongnyang-ri, Jeongeup-si, and in Suncheon-si, we 
can see the case of pulling the rope until it snaps since they believed the tug-of-war 
was in effect only when the rope snapped. Regarding this, the jorijihi on Jeju Island 
as it appears in Dongguksesigi indicates that people laugh loudly when the center of 
the rope is snapped. So the question is a matter of how to interpret this laughter. But 
breaking the rope can be interpreted as an expected situation. Cutting off the rope 
right after the tug-of-war finishes can also be interpreted as cutting the body of the 
dragon. Those actions can be understood as trying to achieve their purpose by teasing 
the dragon by stimulating and abusing the dragon.

Eventually, we find that both motives of worshiping and stimulating the dragon 
of the tug-of-war as the mirror of the dragon faith. The process of accomplishing the 
wishes through influencing and sometimes threatening the dragon can also be found 
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in the getje on Dae-dun Island, as reported by Deokwon Choi. This mixed attitude of 
worshiping, stimulating, soothing, and threatening the dragon is considered a tradi-
tional problem solving method that relies on supernatural powers.

UNSOLVED QUESTIONS 

Based on field research and the literature reviewed, I have examined the diverse and 
present aspects and the meanings in the tug-of-war. In conclusion, the tug-of-war in 
Korea has a wide range of diversity in its scale of participants, type of the rope, compo-
sition of the team, the way of disposing of the rope, the material used in the rope, and 
the relation with the rituals for village god. These diversities are related to each other 
systematically and show certain kinds of typology. Also, the tug-of-war has social-cul-
tural and magico-religious functions and universality in its semantic network.

Although the summarized outcomes mentioned above, there are some questions 
still unsolved:

• Why are the single-rope tugs-of-war concentrated in the Honam area?
• What are the relationships between the typology of the tug-of-war and the 

geo-ecological, socio-cultural, and magico-religious background of it?
• How is the Korean tug-of-war related to the other cultural aspects, including rice 

paddy cultivation?
• What are the similarities and differences of the social-cultural and 

magico-religious meanings of the Korean tug-of-war compared to those prac-
ticed in other cultural areas?

To answer those questions, we need to examine regionalisms and the universal-
ity through the extensive research on the present aspects of the Korean tug-of-war. 
After that, we can continue comparative studies on tug-of-wars in East Asia and the 
cross-cultural studies on tugs-of-war.
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C hak-ka-yer is a Thai word similar in meaning to tug-of-war in western 
countries. It is one of the oldest folk team games in Thailand. Thai people 
across the country know chak-ka-yer, and many may have had some direct 
and indirect experience with this game, either as participants or observ-

ers. Chak-ka-yer benefits Thai society in several ways. People use chak-ka-yer for fun, 
pleasure, recreation, and relaxation from their routine work. Chak-ka-yer is played 
between teams, groups, or communities to test their physical strength. The game does 
not focus on competition, team preparation, contest regulations, and championship, 
but rather on unity, friendship, morale, and incentive of communities. Chak-ka-yer 
as a game is related to thoughts, beliefs, customs, traditions, rituals, and values of 
the people in different areas. Chak-ka-yer is a high-level game of development and 
doesn’t focus on systematic contests; it has specific agency to respond to and has the 
team seriously trained and practiced to win the championship. Chak-ka-yer as a sport 
is left unmentioned in this article since it has become an international sport. 

MEANING AND SIGNIFICANCE

Chak-ka-yer is a game with two teams trying to tug and hold the middle point of a 
rope in their own area (The Royal Institute, 1982). Chak means to pull or to tug, and 
yer means to pull back and forth. In a tug-of-war, the word “pulling” has a clear mean-
ing, which refers to the manner of pulling and tugging back and forth with hands and 
arms, and it is the same as the chak-ka-yer in Thailand. 

Since Thailand is rich in identical folk plays and games, it also has similar games, 
such as dan-sao (to push the rod), yae-long-ruu (a ground lizard running into its hole), 
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yaeng-mueang (to attack the town), and others in which the game focuses on pushing, 
not pulling, with hands or arms. Those games are not included in this study because 
the methods of playing are different from the tug-of-war.

Chak-ka-yer is treated as both a play and a game throughout Thailand. Its name and 
playing method varies from place to place, but the basic playing method is similar. In 
the eastern zone of the central plain is chak-ka-yer-kwian (to tug the cart) in which a 
cart is set at the middle and both teams try to tug the cart into their own side to win. In 
some areas in the north, there is sak-sao (to pull the rod) in which a bamboo rod is used 
instead of a rope, and it is usually played under a high-floored-house. In some areas in 
the northeast, there is dueng-nang (to pull a leather rope) in which a leather rope is used 
instead of a hemp rope. There is also chak-cha in which a male team competes against a 
female team and the losing team dances while approaching the winner, and the winner 
sings for their dance. Other forms include dueng-khrok (to pull the mortar) in which 
a mortar is placed in the middle and both teams try to tug the mortar into their own 
side to win and chak-ka-yer-khon-kap-chang (to tug between human and elephant). In 
some areas in the south, there is chak-saow in which a short stick is used instead of a 
rope; a representative of each team holds each end of the stick, and the others hold 
the waist of one another in the team and then start to tug. The losing team is the one 
that loses grip of the stick. There is also a game between humans and a vehicle called 
ruea-phra (a boat enshrined with a Buddha image) in which people participate to pull 
a boat called chak-phra or laak-phra (to pull the Buddha image).

Chak-ka-yer is usually played for fun or recreation in annual auspicious events or 
festivals. It is also played traditionally to create unity, friendship, and good relations 
among folk people in communities or inter-communities and to understand different 
genders, between a men’s team and a women’s team. Above all, chak-ka-yer is closely 
related to thoughts, beliefs, traditions, customs, rituals, and values concerning the 
way of life of the local people. For example, chak-ka-yer in most regions is related to 
Buddhist rituals. In some areas, it is related to agriculture, especially during the farm-
ing and harvesting periods, and it is also related to the way of life in transportation 
or moving heavy objects, such as towing a boat or a cart enshrined with a Buddha 
image and logging. In the past, there were chak-ka-yer activities to improve physical 
and mental efficiency and competing physical strength in school sports annually. At 
present, some people developed chak-ka-yer into the international sport system, but 
the essence of chak-ka-yer as an international sport seems to lack relation to thoughts, 
beliefs, traditions, customs, rituals, and values concerning the way of life of the local 
people. The international chak-ka-yer focuses on training and practicing for excellence. 

Chak-ka-yer is usually arranged for the Songkran Festival or the traditional Thai 
New Year festival in mid-April, the End of the Rain Retreat, City Annual Fair, the 
King’s Birthday Celebration, New Year’s Day, and other festive events. Chak-ka-yer 
players may be children, adults, or seniors. The activity can be arranged for fun or for 
competition among people of the same gender or age or of different gender and age. 
In the competition between players of different genders; the women’s team usually 
has more members than the men’s team. When the game is over, the loser dances 
according to the rhythm of local songs to entertain the winner and at the same time 
they joyfully tease one another. 

BACKGROUND

Documents and interviews with locals found that beliefs concerning the origins of 
chak-ka-yer can be classified into two main ideas. One is that chak-ka-yer imitated the 
way of life of the people in ancient times. At that time, the country was full of dense 
forest, mountains, valleys, and rough roads. Transportation was not comfortable, 
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mostly carts towed by buffaloes, bulls, horses, or elephants. Elephants were also used 
in logging by tying the log with one end of a rope and tying the other end around the 
elephant’s neck to tow logs. The manners of towing, tugging, and pulling the animals 
were challenging, and then the people adapted those manners into chak-ka-yer.

Another idea is that chak-ka-yer originated from the thoughts, beliefs, traditions, 
customs, rituals, and values concerning people’s way of life related to Buddhism. Chak-
ka-yer developed into a Buddha image procession festival. In the procession, a Buddha 
image was enshrined on a beautifully decorated cart, and the cart was tied to one end 
of a rope or rod and the other end was left for people to tow or pull. The cart was towed 
throughout the community to let people pay respect to the Buddha image on the cart. 
This ceremony was called the Chak-Phra Festival (Towing the Buddha Image Festival). 
This festival has been practiced in southern provinces of Thailand. In some eastern 
areas of the country, there was a similar festival, but it was different in details. A dec-
orated cart was enshrined with four Buddha footprints in his four existences printed 
on cloth, and the cart was towed around the town or village.

There are no documents to certify when chak-ka-yer started, but it is believed that 
it started during the Sukhothai period (1238–1438). In Thai literature, a work called 
Khun Chang Khun Phaen documents that there was a chak-ka-yer in the late Ayutthaya 
period, around 1757 (Department of Fine Arts, 1970). Also in 1897, a chak-ka-yer com-
petition was held in the first school athletic games of the Department of Education 
under the reign of King Rama V of Rattanakosin period (Sawasdi Lekhayanon, 1971). 
In 1900, the Department of Education gave a trophy with the school name engraved 
on it for the chak-ka-yer game. This indicates that chak-ka-yer was a popular sport at 
that time. Today, chak-ka-yer remains popular, and it is included in the main activ-
ity of the smallest unit in the country administration, a village. Almost every village 
arranges a chak-ka-yer game during festivals or festive events. Chak-ka-yer is still 
played throughout the country. 

However, the essence of the tangible and intangible cultural heritage related to the 
thoughts, beliefs, traditions, customs, rituals, and values is fading. This correlates 
with the opinion of an expert in traditional Thai sports, Associate Professor Fong 
Kerdkaew (1977), who said, “Cultural heritage of traditional Thai sports, especially the 
cultural values of chak-ka-yer seems to be disappearing from the heart and mind of 
Thai people.” At the same time, a field survey reveals that chak-ka-yer is well preserved 
and transferred in spite of the influence of globalization, IT mania, materialism, and 
international culturalism. 

CATEGORIES, KINDS, FORMS, AND PLAYING METHODS

According to documents and field surveys, chak-ka-yer is classified into two main cat-
egories with several subcategories. The first main category involves human-to-human 
contests, and the second relates to humans and other objects. .

Human-Human Chak-ka-yer 

Chak-ka-yer is a basic game in local areas throughout the country in which two teams 
with ten to twelve players try to pull a rope so that the middle of the rope enters their 
side to win the game. But, there are many variations on the game. 

Sak-sao. Sak-sao is a tugging game involving a long bamboo stick. Sao means a long 
object, such as a long stick or rod used for gathering or supporting something, con-
nected to a main object (Udom Rungrueangsri, 1991). It is played under a high-floor 
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Chak Phra tradition of 
Nakhonsithammarat © Norrapat 
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house with two teams of five to eight players. Traditional Thai houses have a high 
floor to keep the ground floor open for walking or working underneath. Sak-sao is 
usually played between men and women. The men’s team holds the rope end outside 
the house and the women’s team holds the other end under the house. The borderline 
for the game is the house terrace. The team that tugs the opposite team onto their 
side wins. The loser team dances in local styles circling the winning team. Sak-sao is 
popular in Phrae and Nan provinces in the north (Muen Wongwan, cited by Chuchchai 
Gomaratut, 1982).

Chak-cha. Chak-cha is a tug-of-war between a men’s team and a women’s team with 
eight to twelve players each. At the end of each game, the losing team approaches the 
winning team with a dance, and the winning team sings for the dance. It is popular 
in Khon Kaen and Nakhon Ratchasima provinces in the northeast.

Chak-saow  Chak-saow involves a short stick instead of a rope. The team leaders 
each hold the end of the stick while the other five to eight players hold one another’s 
waist and tug. The team that loses grip of the stick loses the match. It is usually played 
between men and women. The losing team dances according to the winning team’s 
request. Chak-saow is popular in Phetchaburi , Prachuap Khirikhan , and Chumphon 
provinces in the south.

Duen-nang . Duen-nang includes a leather rope instead of a hemp rope. The playing 
methods are the same as other forms of tug-of-war. It is usually played between men 
and women with eight to ten players on each side. The winning team uses the leather 
rope to encircle the losing team, to take them captive and then make the losers per-
form a dance. It is popular in Sisaket , Chaiyaphum , and Sakon Nakhon provinces in 
the northeast.
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Buddhists at the Chak Phra 
Festival in Hatyai, Sonkhla © 
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Chak-ka-yer between Humans and a Vehicle or Domestic Animal 

Chak-ka-yer-kwian. Chak-ka-yer-kwian is a match in which a cart is tied to a rope 
and set between two teams of twelve to twenty players each. The teams try to tug the 
cart to their own side to win the game. (Details about this match will be presented 
separately.) It is popular in Chanthaburi, Rayong, and Trat provinces in the eastern 
part of the central plain.

Dueng-khrok. Dueng-khrok is a form of tug-of-war in which a large wooden mortar is 
tied with a rope and set between two teams twelve to twenty players each. Each team 
tries to tug the mortar to its side to win the game. It is usually played between men 
and women. Dueng-khrok is related to an old belief about the weather and agricultural 
products each year. If the men’s team wins, there will be drought, and if the women’s 
team wins, the opposite results (Department of Physical Education, 1937). This play 
is popular in Roiet, Buriram, and Yasothorn provinces in the northeast.

Chak-phra or laak-phra . Chak-phra or laak-phra is a tugging game between human 
and a vehicle called ruea-phra, a boat enshrined with a Buddha image. Many people join 
in tugging ruea-phra through rough roads to the ceremony destination. Chak-phra or 
laak-phra is related to traditions, customs, Buddhist rituals, and beliefs of the people. 
(Details about this tugging game will be presented separately.) It is popular in Surat 
Thani, Nakhon Si Thammarat, and Phatthalung provinces in the south.
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Chak-ka-yer-khon-kap-chang. Chak-ka-yer-khon-kap-chang is a tugging event 
between humans and an elephant. An elephant tugs against twenty to fifty men or 
more depending on an agreement made before the game. The playing methods are 
the same as other chak-ka-yer. Chak-ka-yer is the identity of Surin Province in the 
northeast.

GENERAL COMMONALITIES

There are several methods of playing: men against men, women against women, men 
against women, or other mixed types. In cases of men against women, the women’s 
team has more members. In a game between the same genders, the number of players 
on each team is equal.

The equipment used usually includes materials easily found locally, such as hemp 
or leather rope 2.5 centimeters wide and twenty to thirty meters long. In some areas 
in the north, a long bamboo stick or rod is used instead. In addition, there are three 
pieces of red cloth—one is tied to the middle of the rope as a win-lose marker, and 
another two are equally tied two to three meters from the middle point to mark the 
holding border for each team. 

Chak-ka-yer is usually played on an open ground or field. A three-to-four-meter 
line is marked on the ground as the center point, and from that point, other lines are 
marked on both sides to indicate the borders of each team. The distance of the border 
lines on the ground is equal to the distance of the red cloth marking the rope.

In general, chak-ka-yer starts with laying the pulling implement, such as a long 
stick or rope, on the ground and marking the center and border lines. The players of 
each team hold the rope in a line and stand facing the opposing team with the center 
mark over the center border line. Players wait for the start signal. After hearing the 
signal, the players try to tug the rope to their side. The team that tugs the red center 
mark inside their border wins the game. The team that wins twice consecutively or 
two out of three games prevails. Play prohibitions indicate that only the players’ feet 
can touch the ground; the players cannot tie the rope to anything but their bodies; 
and the players cannot hold onto other things. If a team member breaks the rules, the 
team is declared defeated. 

CHAK-KA-YER IN THE PERSPECTIVE OF TANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE

The equipment used in chak-ka-yer, such as a rope, long stick, cart, mortar, or elephant, 
are necessary in daily life in each local area. Even though science and technology can 
make people’s lives more comfortable, the mentioned equipment is still beneficial, 
valuable, and necessary.

Rope. Somphote Taksila (60 years old) and a former chak-ka-yer player from the Khlung 
District of Chanthaburi Province said that the rope used in chak-ka-yer was usually 
made of natural fiber, such as jute or hemp, but the most popular rope was that made 
of Manila hemp because its quality was tough, soft, durable and not slippery while a 
plastic rope was hard, rough, and slippery, and it hurt the palms while tugging. 

Mai-sao (a long stick or rod). Chit Phromsawai (67 years old), a former sak-sao player 
in Chiang Mai Province, said that the stick mostly used in sak-sao was bamboo and 
six to eight meters long. The stick was well shaped and trimmed thoroughly (Fig.14). 
Another material used in sak-sao was rattan, but it was difficult to find and rather 
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expensive since rattan was used for furniture and crafts. Sao or a bamboo stick was 
naturally available in villages and forests, so it was easy to find.

Cart. Nit Pongjansatein, 69 years old, from Phatthalung Province, said that a cart 
pulled by buffaloes or bulls was necessary in the rural areas since the roads were 
too rough for motor vehicles. The cart was a contemporary vehicle and still useful in 
modern days.

Mortar. The wooden mortar is fifty to eighty centimeters in diameter at its edge and 
was used as in processing paddy into rice. The paddy was put into the mortar and 
pounded with a wooden pestle between ten and twenty centimeters in diameter. The 
pounded paddy was scooped up from the mortar and put in a winnowing basket to 
separate the light brown rice from the chaff (Fig.17). The rice obtained from this pro-
cess is handmade and produces more nutrition than white milled rice. In this way, the 
mortar has symbolic meaning as it is used in producing healthy food.

Elephant. There are many elephants in Thailand. The people in the north and north-
east use elephants in their living, such as for trekking, transporting, and logging. 
Elephants are symbolic animals of Thailand. Once, the figure of the elephant was 
sealed on the national flag of Siam (the former name of Thailand). The elephant is a 
symbolically refers to the Thai nation and Thai-ness.

The equipment used in chak-ka-yer can be reused several times over several years. 
In the past, the equipment was stored at the house where its owner lived, at the temple 
community center, or at the house of the community leader. Today, the equipment 
is kept at a local youth center, the office of the Tambol Administration Organization, 
or a local public house. Elephants are kept and fed at the elephant owners’ houses or 
in an elephant camp.

Chak-ka-yer in the Perspective of Intangible Cultural Heritage

The variety of human-human chak-ka-yer played throughout the country, such as 
sak-sao, chak-cha, chak-saow, and dueng-nang, may have evolved from chak-ka-yer 
between humans and vehicles or domestic animals played in ceremonies or religious 
rituals. Later the playing form was adjusted for a comfortable and quick and easy per-
formance because the essence of chak-ka-yer offers more fun, excitement, and value 
to the players and audience than ceremonial processes. Sathaporn Ketkeaw (58 years 
old), a chak-ka-yer program organizer for thirty years, said that chak-ka-yer was a 
fun game. There were so many participants in each event that the match ran longer 
than the time set. Most people were interested in this game rather than the ceremony. 
So the ceremonial activities and chak-ka-yer game were arranged for separate days. 
However, research found that the cultural identity and values of chak-ka-yer are love, 
sacrifice, cooperation, unity, spirit, and localism among the players, teams, villages, 
community members, and the audience. But, chak-ka-yer between humans and a vehi-
cle or domestic animal events are usually arranged as a part of ceremonial activities 
according to the beliefs of the people in a particular area.

Chak-phra or laak-phra is related to the belief and teachings in Buddhism of doing 
good and loving kindness towards the poor, the suffering, or the unfortunate. Pulling 
a boat enshrined with a Buddha image through villages or towns is to share a chance 
in merit making with others. It is believed that the rougher the journey, the more 
merit they earn. On the way, people living on both sides of the road give offerings 
or donate money to the boat, and all these things are handed to the temple at the 
end of the ceremony. Everyone knows the offerings will return to their own villages 
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or communities to be used in constructing or renovating the temple. Community 
temples are treated as village or community centers with utility for the community. 
According to Utai Pongchantornsatein (70 years old) a participant in the chak-phra 
for more than thirty-five years, the happiness obtained from festival is that the vil-
lagers from different backgrounds could do the same thing to make merit together 
and create close relations with one another. This resulted in cooperation in the public 
work of the community. Besides this, there was an belief embedded in this festival—
that is, the majority of Thai people lived on agriculture and what they needed most 
was rain in the right season. The chak-phra is related to a belief in praying for rain in 
agriculture. So it is believed that chak-phra induced rainfall during the right season.

Chak-ka-yer-khon-kap-chang or chak-ka-yer between humans and an elephant 
has been practiced for fifty years and expresses relationship between humans and 
elephants and the elephants’ value. It also reflects the burden that elephants have in 
logging and the pain they feel from being tied with a chain or rope. The act of thirty to 
fifty humans tugging against an elephant and the enormous strength involved helps 
humans realize and understand how hard the elephant has to work in doing its duty 
and promotes the elephant’s status and encourages people to treat the elephant with 
love and kindness, giving elephants a better life. 

Chak-Phra: An Ancient Festival in the South

Chak-phra in southern Thailand is a merit-making festival at the end of the Rain 
Retreat or on the fifteenth waxing moon day of the eleventh lunar month, called wan-
ork-phansa. Wan-ork-phansa is the last day on which monks end their vow according 
to their discipline, to stay at the same residence for three consecutive months during 
the rainy season. Monks vow on the first waning moon day of the eighth lunar month, 
and they have to stay at the same place until the fifteenth waxing moon day of the 
eleventh lunar month. After this period, monks can roam as they wish. 

Background

Chak-phra is a mix of Buddhist and in Brahmanist beliefs that prefer to bring deity 
statues in procession on occasions. The legend of the chak-phra says that after the 
Buddha performed the Twin Miracle to subdue adherents of another religion at the 
mango grove adjacent to Savatthi, he ascended to Tavatimsa (heaven) to give a sermon 
for his late mother. The Buddha stayed in Tavatimsa until the fifteenth waxing moon 
day of the eleventh lunar month or the end of the Rain Retreat. Then he returned to 
the human world. The Buddha came to the human world in the early morning of the 
first waning moon day of the eleventh lunar month. Knowing the return of the Buddha, 
Buddhists got together to welcome him with food and beverages. Since there were 
so many people gathering, many could not reach the Buddha for the offering. Some 
wrapped the food with tree leaves and passed the wrapped food to the Buddha. But 
the people standing in the outer circle could not wait, some tossed and some threw 
the wrapped food into the Buddha’s alms bowl with a lot of commotion. With the 
people’s purified mind and good will together with the Buddha’s miracle, all the food 
fell into the Buddha’s alms bowl. So, the festival of hor-tom or hor-pat (wrapped boiled 
sticky rice) was set up to express the people’s rapture for the Buddha’s return from 
Tavatimsa. The people invited the Buddha to sit on a wooden throne and paraded him 
to his residence. When the Buddha’s time was over and there were Buddha images, 
people enshrined a Buddha image on a wooden throne instead of the Buddha himself. 
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part of the Chak Phra tradition 
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Meaning and Significance

The chak-phra means a process and ritual to invite a Buddha image to be enshrined 
on a cart tied with a long rope that they help tug or drag through communities so the 
people living in that area may have a chance to pay respect to the Buddha image and 
make a donation as they like. Chak-phra p is performed in almost every province in 
the south, but the most grand and famous chak-phra are in Kor Phra Ngan, Mueang, 
and Phun Phin districts of Surat Thani Province; Lang Suan of Chumphon Province; 
Kraburi in Ranong Province; Pak Phanang, Thungsong, and Mueang of Nakhon Si 
Thammarat Province; Ranot and Hat Yai of Songkhla Province; and Pak Phayoon of 
Phatthalung Province. 

Rituals in Chak-Phra Festival

Nit Pongchantornsatein (69 years old), a senior in Thungsong District, Nakhon Si 
Thammarat Province, said there were many rituals associated with chak-phra, includ-
ing taeng nom phra or vehicle decoration. Nom phra is a vehicle used to carry a Buddha 
image on land, whereas a waterway vehicle is called ruea phra. Nom phra is made with a 



scaffold supported by two pieces of wood in the shape of the Naga (a mythical serpent). 
Four wheels are under the Naga. The scaffold is walled with woven bamboo strips dec-
orated with colorful designs. The vehicle is decorated with colorful silk cloth; striped, 
triangle, and lined flags; banana trees; sugar canes; coconut leaves; and fresh flower 
garlands. Wrapped boiled sticky rice is hung in the front of the vehicle, and the Naga 
is decorated with colorful glass so it will glitter. Beside the vehicle are a double-headed 
drum, bell, and gong. Behind the vehicle, some chairs are set for monks. The topmost 
part is elaborately decorated.

Phra laak means a standing Buddha image. Generally an image of a standing Buddha 
holding an alms bowl is used. On the fifteenth waxing moon day of the eleventh lunar 
month, people bathe the phra laak, change the robe of the image, and then transfer 
it onto the boat. A monk will give a sermon telling the Buddha’s story of he went to 
Tavatimsa. In the early morning of the first waning moon day of the eleventh lunar 
month, Buddhists give alms food, called tak-baht-na-lor, in front of the standing Buddha 
and then the Buddha image is transferred onto the vehicle. At this point in the process, 
some temples perform a magic ritual to make the festival safe, so it will go on smoothly.

To tug the vehicle, two ropes are divided for men and women. The instruments 
on the vehicle are struck to encourage a tugging rhythm. Participants are filled with joy, 
and they sing festive songs to relax. In land chak-phra, the Buddha image is paraded 



through the community. Most temples arranging this festival are located far from 
rivers or canals. In water chak-phra, the Buddha image is placed a wooden thrown 
in a boat, and the boat is towed along a water way. This form of chak-phra is usually 
arranged by temples located on the banks or close to rivers. 

Steps in the Chak-Phra Festival

1. Ten to fifteen days before chak-phra, villagers and monks help decorate the cere-
monial boat.

2. On the ceremony day, villagers gather and give alms in front of the boat in the 
early morning.

3. After the monks finish breakfast, the ceremonial boat is towed to the gathering 
area in Thungsong.

4. After monks have lunch, there is the sad-tom contest (a contest of throwing wrapped 
boiled sticky rice) and boat racing.

5. Usually the ceremonial boat is returned to the temple in the evening of the same day. 
In some areas, the boat is anchored for three to four days to let people make merit. 

Chak-Phra Festival in a Cultural Perspective

Data collected from villagers participating in the chak-phra in Thungsong District, 
Nakhon Si Thammarat Province, show the cultural perspective of chak-phra. Villagers 
believe that the outcome of chak-phra will bring rainfall. This is also why the vehi-
cle enshrined with the Buddha image is designed in a shape of the Naga because the 
Naga is believed to give rain. Chak-phra is related to the way of life of people in agri-
cultural society.

Villagers also believe that whoever attends chak-phra earns a lot of merit, and he 
or she will be successful in life. When the vehicle enshrined with a Buddha image 
goes past their residence, they will come out and help tow the vehicle until it passes. 
Since the towing activity is hard and tiresome, villagers sing while towing the vehicle. 
The prose and verse are usually short and funny in asking and replying each other. It 
encourages intellect and wit.

Villagers believe that chak-phra may be the origin of chak-ka-yer because in the 
chak-phra procession, there are sometimes pits, mounds, or rough roads, so partici-
pants have to work hand in hand to help the vehicle pass over the obstacles.

CHAK-KA-YER-KWIAN (TUG-OF-WAR WITH A CART): 
AN ANCIENT FESTIVAL OF THE EAST

Chak-ka-yer-kwian (tug-of-war with a cart enshrined with the Buddha’s footprint) in 
eastern Thailand, especially in Chanthaburi Province, has been practiced and contin-
ued for more than a hundred years. Chak-ka-yer-kwian is to tie a cart with ropes at 
the front and back. The players are divided into two teams; one at the front and the 
other at the back. Both teams tug the cart towards their side. The team that tugs the 
cart into their border line wins. Chak-ka-yer-kwian is still practiced, well conserved, 
and transferred until now. The famous areas are Tambol Tapon and Tambol Kwian 
Hak in Khlung District of Chanthaburi Province. 
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Background

Chak-ka-yer-kwian or chak-ka-yer-kwian-phra-baht in Tambol Tapon is arranged 
with the chak-phra-baht on the first waning moon day of the eleventh lunar month. 
Chak-phra of the Tapon people is similar to that in the south but different in the ritual 
details, which are adjusted to suit the local geographical conditions and way of life. 
Geographically, the area is close to the sea, and the people are involved with fisheries 
and boat travel. So the ceremonial vehicle is the ruea-phra. In contrast, the main area 
of Chanthaburi Province is not close to the sea and is largely agrarian. In the past, the 
cart was the most important vehicle for traveling, loading, and performing import-
ant rituals. So, a cart is used in carrying pha-phra-baht (the Buddha’s footprint cloth). 

Meaning and Significance

Chak-ka-yer-kwian has different names in different areas, such as chak-ka-yer-kwian-
phra-baht and chak-ka-yer-phra-baht. Chak-ka-yer means to tug or pull back and forth 
with force; kwian refers to an ancient two-wheel vehicle towed by bulls or buffaloes, 
and phra-baht means a foot or feet used for the king and the Buddha. Here it means 
the Buddha’s footprint. So, chak-ka-yer-phra-baht is tugging a cart loaded with the 
Buddha’s footprint cloth. It is similar to towing or tugging holy objects. 

Forms and Playing Methods

Equipment. The equipment is a cart, a piece of cloth designed with the Buddha’s 
footprint from Wat Tapon Noi, two ropes, a drum, one to two drum sticks, one to two 
seats for the drum players. In preparation, the ceremony organizers tie two ropes to 
the cart, one at the front and the other at the back. Rolls or layers of cloth designed 
with the Buddha’s footprint are tied on the cart. The cart is decorated with fresh flow-
ers and then a drum, drum sticks, and seats are placed on the carts. At the same time, 
the men responsible for drum beating are assigned.

Place to play. The place for playing must be an open space, such as a temple ground, 
a road connecting villages, a village field, or a rice field. Three lines or three flags mark 
the middle where the cart is placed; the other two lines at the front and back of the 
cart mark the border of each team at five to six meters distance.

Players. The main players are people living in the local area, divided into two teams, 
one at the front and the other at the back of the cart. The players are usually classified 
according to age and sex, but sometimes a men’s team will play against a women’s team.

Playing methods. Play starts when a referee counts to three or beats a drum. At the 
start, the players tug the cart toward their border to win the game. The drummers 
seated on the cart strike the drums repeatedly to arouse the game. Sometimes they 
give a tugging rhythm by singing. The team that beats their opponents by two-thirds 
is the winner.
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Chak-Ka-Yer-Kwian in a Cultural Perspective

Chak-ka-yer-kwian research related to tangible cultural heritage found that all the 
equipment used has cultural meanings. The cart represents the vehicle loaded with holy 
objects and carrying merit or good things to villages and communities. The Buddha’s 
footprint cloth is treated as though the Buddha visits people in the communities. Rope 
is compared to the line of faith that people can touch and with this line, the goodness 
can be tugged, pulled, towed, and led from place to place. The drum and drum sticks 
represent a voice from heaven to announce merit, goodness, and virtues to people.

Research on chak-ka-yer-kwian related to intangible cultural heritage found that it 
was firmly related to beliefs and rituals of the local area. Karn Koranee (69 years old), 
the lay bursar of Wat Tapon Noi and chairperson of the Cultural Council of Khlung 
District told about the beliefs in Tapon Village in relation to chak-ka-yer-kwian. The 
Buddha’s footprint cloth is 1.5 meters wide and 7 meters long on which four Buddha foot-
prints are drawn. According to legend, it was believed that the footprints represented 
the four Buddhas, with the largest belonging to Kakusandho Buddha, the second to 
Konagamana Buddha, the third to Kassapa Buddha, and the fourth to Gotama Buddha 
or the present Buddha. The villagers believe that the cloth is so sacred and noble that 
they pay respect to it.

The cloth originated from the replica Buddha footprints in Wat Chang Hai in Pattani 
Province. It was loaded on a boat and sent to Khlong Ta Yai Village. Then there was 
a seven-day celebration for the cloth. After seven days, it was brought to Wat Tapon 
Noi. In the Song Kran Festival every year, the cloth is taken out for merit making and 
celebrating chak-ka-yer-kwian-pha-phra-baht. The cart carrying the cloth is sacred 
and noble. Tapon villagers have faith in it and wish to participate in the procession 
and tow the cart because they believe that it is auspicious for themselves and their 
families. This indicates and cultivates unity among people in the village.

In the past, it was believed that the four Buddha footprints loaded on the cart in 
the procession and the drum and gong beats around the village could relieve sick-
nesses and epidemics in the village. This belief correlates with a story retold by Karn 
Koranee that once there was a cholera outbreak in the village, and many people died. 
A monk suggested the villagers parade the Buddha footprint cloth on a cart around 
the village and stop the procession at houses of the sick to let them pay respect to the 
cloth and make wishes for their recovery. It was wonderful and unbelievable because 
after that, the sick recovered from their illness.

According to Boonmee Jaitrong (66 years old), a senior in the village, the festival 
helps eradicate or relieve diseases and natural disasters in the local area. Wonderful 
or supernatural events have occurred, such as rainfall in the dry season or in summer 
time, and that increases the villagers’ belief and faith so that this festive activity is 
arranged every year.

According to Kartnarong Yangyuen (60 years old), according to the villagers’ belief, 
chak-ka-yer-kwian can strengthen their energy and health, give them new friends, 
increase cooperation from others, and get relief from physical disorders, such as fin-
ger-joint, toe-joint, and knee lock. This belief correlates with the results in sports 
science studies, which indicate that the tug-of-war helps in physical, mental, emo-
tional, social, and intellectual development 

Physical development. In the tug-of-war, limbs, legs, and body are directly used 
with force and that supports physical force and strength. Muscles must to resist 
fatigue while the players bend or stretch in tugging the rope. Sometimes the game 
may cause fatigue and exhaustion, so the respiratory and circulatory systems have 
to function more.
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Mental development. Chak-ka-yer directly depends on physical force but indirectly 
also depends on effort and mental support, such as the rhythm of music and cheer-
ing. Tugging back and forth between the players creates fun and pleasure among the 
players and onlookers.

Emotional development. The players have to control their emotions and behavior 
towards the game outcome whether they win or lose and endure physical pain. The fun 
and cheerfulness after the end of the game help relieve the players’ stress.

Intellectual development. Mindfulness and wit are necessary in the tug-of-war 
because the players have to plan and arrange the standing position, what standing 
posture should be used, and how much the body will stretch. These are used in making 
a decision for the game. It encourages the players to be thoughtful and reasonable and 
willing to learn and be creative.

Social development. It causes a learning process in the justice method of the game 
and in social laws and rules, for example, the number of players in each team, the 
measurements of the holding border and the center mark on the rope, the unity of 
the team players, and the unity in tugging. These create friendship, unity, coopera-
tion, sympathy, rules of the game, justice, and a spirit of sportsmanship. Sometimes, 
cheerleaders may sing, signal, or cheer to give rhythm in tugging, and this supports 
a sense of good leadership and followership (Chuchchai Gomaratut, 1982).

This result correlated in an experimental study (Chuchchai Gomaratut 2013). Only 
folk game programs were set in the study, and chak-ka-yer was one of them. The sam-
ples were children between seven and twelve years old, one hour-play, three times a 
week over ten weeks. A physical fitness test, intellectual quotient test, emotional quo-
tient test, and play quotient test were conducted prior to the start and then five and 
ten weeks into the experimental program. The study results clearly found that after 
attending the experimental program, participants improved in all areas measured. 
This result supports the villagers’ beliefs in chak-ka-yer-kwian.

Protection and Transference 

This chak-ka-yer-kwian has been well conserved, continued, and transferred to today 
because many seniors have the body of knowledge of chak-ka-yer-kwian in Tapon, more 
than in other areas. These individuals are willing to devote their time and experience 
to younger generations. Community leaders, village headmen, sub-district headmen, 
and chairs of local administration organizations love, understand, and appreciate the 
value of the chak-ka-yer-kwian and fully support it. Community leaders and villag-
ers also have a good vision in their identity and use it to promote the festival. Since 
chak-ka-yer-kwian is an annual festival, everyone invests into it and benefits from 
tourism. Community leaders occasionally arrange chak-ka-yer-kwian for recreation. 
The government and private sectors directly support the village in arranging chak-
ka-yer activities.

CONCLUSION

Chak-ka-yer is a local Thai intangible cultural heritage. It is played throughout the 
country with variations. From research results regarding the chak phra and chak-
ka-yer-kwian, it can be concluded that chak-ka-yer has several cultural relations in 
terms of values, goodness, and morality in Buddhism; beliefs in healing disease; and 
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agricultural beliefs. Furthermore, it also has value in the community and in the phys-
ical, mental, emotional, intellectual, and social development of the players. 
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T ugging rituals and games survived in Ukraine from different epochs, 
keeping a deep ethnological sense and didactic use. Through decades and 
centuries, tugging traditions, which later formed the basis of different 
sport competitions and educational exercises related to tugging, have 

been modified, reflecting changed environments and social demands. As a rule, they 
constituted an important part of rural street (open-air) life and entertainment as 
well as public festivals associated with calendar or religious holidays, like Kolodiy, 
Masliana, and Stritennia (Pancake Week, Shrovetide, and Candlemas Day, respec-
tively) and Midsummer Day, Christmas, Easter holidays. A lot of popular customs 
from pre-Christian (pagan) times passed to the Christian holidays and have continued 
until now. Obviously, as a recognized researcher of folk life, V. Skurativsky, wrote, the 
ethnographic term “street” to mean the ancient traditional form of youth entertain-
ment that originated from the places of young people’s meetings.1 

The above-mentioned entertainment was competitive, especially among young men. 
Besides this, ritual celebrations executed educational, spiritual, and training functions 
as a kind of knowledge transferred from generation to generation. The evolution of 
beliefs about the world is clearly seen in this living entertainment as well as in the 
development of so-called popular pedagogy, which intuitively incorporated the best 
methodologies of learning about the world where moving entertainment and games 
played a leading role. Such rituals and entertainment reflected the concept of good and 
evil as well as light and dark sides of the world and incorporated the struggle between 
good and evil. Among these kinds of entertainment were muscle-strengthening games, 
including the tugging of rope, sticks, shafts, or poles. It’s interesting that in the Ancient 
Rus Gospel was the illustration for the initial “Н” (Cyrillic letter) as a tugging exercise.2 

Many forms of entertainment are connected to winter and spring holidays. In winter, 
during Christmas holidays, young carolers disguised as angels and devils went door 
to door while making a specific competition of tugging a shaft (pole) across a thresh-
old. If the angels won, the year would be successful, bringing wealth to the family; if 
devils won, the year wouldn’t be so favorable. Thus, young carolers 
did their utmost to “tug devils from the house.” Such entertainment 
was followed by interesting legends explaining the game of “tugging 
the devil.” One of these legends says that on Christmas night, God 
was so happy by His Son’s birth that He had let all the devils out of 
the hell, and therefore they were making mischief. They could enter 
houses and play rough tricks. There were various ways to move 
naughty devils out of a house. One of such ways was when young 
men disguised as angels tried to pull out mischievous devils from 
the house by tugging a shaft or rope. Such a modified tradition has 
remained in Ukrainian villages to present times. For example, each 
year the villagers of Pistriakovo (Transcarpathian region, Western 
Ukraine) enthusiastically prepare a Nativity play: they make cos-
tumes, rehearse, and secretly select among annual participants those 
who will play the role of devils, and neither residents nor guests know 
who they will be. Devils behave outrageously on streets or even 
break into houses creating chaos. Traditionally all participants in 
the Nativity play there are young unmarried men.

A similar form of entertainment was also typical for the Kolodiy/
Masliana/Stritennia holiday. However, the holiday is based on a dif-
ferent worldly outlook since it is concerned with bidding farewell 
to winter and welcoming spring. Here we see the intertwining of 
worldly beliefs world with religious feasts. In the last week before 
Lent, local (village) youth parties were convivial and included refresh-
ments and “street”—that is, open-air entertainment and games—to 

Initial “Н” letter from Ancient 
Rus Hospel in the form of tug-of-
war. Source: A. Tsos, N. Dedeliuk. 
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expel winter. Young people disguised themselves as angels and devils, 
the latter symbolized the winter, the former, the spring. Victory 
determined how fast the spring would come. 

On Kolodiy holidays, rope tugging was also popular as in other 
festive events, but with some distinctions. Two teams competed in 
strength contests between themselves using a long rope while stand-
ing back to back to each other. One team embodied winter and the 
other was spring. According to folk superstitions, essential in those 
times, the competition would determine when spring would arrive 
and how long would winter resist spring’s arrival. 

During spring, autumn, and winter festive days or rest days, young 
people in Ukrainian villages united in youth groups for collective 
pastimes. As a rule, such entertainment were distinctly gender 
divided. While girls played roundelays, sang, and disguised them-
selves as different characters, young men preferred outdoor games 
and strength exercises such as those related to tugging games. 

Today, old calendar and religious rituals and folk traditions have 
been lost. Their sacred and philosophical sense remain, however, as 
a component of festive events in today’s social life. They are prac-
ticed often at popular trade fairs, at traditional festive events in 
local communities like wedding ceremonies and city or village days. 
One of the oldest well-known Ukrainian fairs is at the village of 
Sorochyntsi, Poltava region. In the nineteenth century, this fair was 
like many others in Ukraine, but owes its popularity to the famous 
writer Nikolai Gogol, who was born in Sorochyntsi. In his short story 

“The Fair at Sorochyntsi,” he described all the wheeling and dealing 
that have remained a part of the fair to today. The story is a fantastic 
play between dream and reality: a devil is cast out of hell and tries 

to find his luck in a small Ukrainian village where the fair is going to be held. Today, a 
masked devil and other Ukrainian folk characters take part in all the entertainment at 
the Sorochyntsi Fair. The interaction of these characters, which represent the perennial 
struggle between light and dark forces, has inspired a number of modern artists. One 
example is the musical tragicomedy film The Lost Letter by Dovzhenko Film Studios in 
Kyiv (1972, director: B. Ivchenko) based on Gogol’s stories and filled with Ukrainian 
culture, Ukrainian cuisine, costumes, traditions, mysticism, and comic situations, 
where the main characters are a Ukrainian Cossack and a devil. Other example is a cre-
ative work of Ukrainian sculptor and ceramist, Olha Rapay-Markish: her artwork was 

born in the same incomprehensible and wise depths of Ukrainian folklore as Petrykivka painting… 

masks of wood-spirits, sorcerers and joyful evil spirits as if from medieval carnivals, semi-forgot-

ten Cossack villages with their disturbing and turbulent life.3

Historical strength games are used today in the education, particularly, in physi-
cal training, preschool, primary school, and extramural activities. Tug-of-war games 
with rope or a long or short stick, shaft, or pole are good examples of self-organizing 
a collective: the game is started with team building which is based in many cases upon 
selection or nursery rhymes and acquaintance with popular rituals and traditions. 
There are a lot of special textbooks and manuals with collection of such rhymes, for 
example, “Dzyha” (Peg-top). Ukrainian children and youth folk games and entertain-
ment make building teams a form of a separate game.4 

Among Ukrainian folk tug-of-war games used in preschool and school programs 
for strength and balance development we can mention “tug the devil,” “tug the beech,” 

“whose father is stronger?,” “tug the rope without rope,” “tug the cat,” and other games. 

Traditional fair entertainment 
at the Fair at Sorochyntsi 
© Olena Petrashenko
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The game “tug the devil” has some variations depending on the age of the players. 
For instance, the players are divided into two teams; the first remains in the ante-
room while the second goes out. The border between them is the threshold. The first 
line players take up a long, straight stick, and with the help of other members of their 
team they try to pull it to their side. The winners earn the title “angels,” and the los-
ers,“sinners.”5 In another version, the players are teenagers or young men (six to twenty 
players) who are divided into two teams with selected leaders. They mark the center of 
a two-to-three-meter shaft or pole. The leaders stand in circles drawn on the ground. 
They take up the pole at equal distance from the center. Other players take up the pole 
behind leaders or—if there is not enough pole—clutch at the back of a neighbor. On 
cue, they start tugging the pole towards them.6 

O. Rapay-Markish. Jacob’s 
Ladder. 1980s. Collection of 

L. Finberg. © V. Demian
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“Tug the beech” is for two boys and a referee. The players sit on the floor with the 
soles of their feet touching each other. They take up a stout stick and tug with the goal 
of getting their opponent off the ground and thrown over. “Whose father is stron-
ger?” is similar in that two players sit on the floor with the soles of their feet touching, 
but instead of using a stick, they hold hands while trying to tug the other. “Tug the 
rope without rope” is a team game in which two rows of students stand opposite one 
another divided by a line. The first member in each row clutch hands while the other 
team members link with each other under their armpits. The row that tugs all mem-
bers of the opposing team across the line wins.7

“Tug the cat” requires four boy participants. Two boys get down on all fours, with 
their heads on opposite sides. Two other players lie down on them, embracing them 
below the neck by legs and take up a stout stick. On cue, the boys on all fours move 
in opposite directions, trying to pull the other team. 

Many researchers and pedagogues working to introduce traditional games into 
school curriculum point out that tugging games in their different forms build char-
acter and positive behavior through results-oriented mindsets, fast adaptation to 
appropriate conditions, and socialization because tugging games encapsulate trust 
in one other and a feeling of responsibility in the results. In addition, the mentioned 
games also have positive effects in developing concentration, stamina, motor skills, 
and various muscles. As J. Pillai and V. Achille state in Learning with Intangible Heritage 
for a Sustainable Future. Guidelines for Educators in the Asia-Pacific Region, traditional 
games—and we can add, historical tug-of-war games—could be included as national 
ICH, as the tradition can transmit motor skills such as agility, flexibility, control, and  
balance; team building and notions of leadership; and an understanding of the body. 
The knowledge of local sports, games, physical activity can also be transmitted and 
promote self-respect and self-discipline.8 

Recently, methodological literature connected with open-air and strength games 
has been prepared in different educational establishments in Kyiv, Kharkiv, Lviv, 
Kremenchug, Chernivtsi, Fastiv, and other cities, based upon earlier studies of well-
known Ukrainian scientists, writers, and ethnographers.

Tug-of-war games have been an historical and important part of martial and physi-
cal training in Ukraine since the ancient times of the Kyiv Rus State (ninth to eleventh 

Tug-of-war sport competition at 
the National University of Life 
and Environmental Sciences 
of Ukraine © Olena Rolik
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centuries) and the Cossack State (sixteenth to eighteenth centuries). Tugging tradi-
tions have transformed into a sport competitions. The discipline of tug-of-war games 
is now officially recognized and promoted by the Federation of Strongest Athletes of 
Ukraine and Tug-of-War Sport.

Contrary to festive entertainment and children games, sport competitions have 
strict rules concerning team composition (eight players), weight of participants, length 
and diameter of the rope, and other facets. Different tug-of-war competitions take 
place in Ukraine, such as the Ukrainian Tug-of-War Cup and the Open Championship 
of Tug-of War for Adults, Young Men, and Children in addition to local tug-of-war 
competitions in cities and regions. Especially, tugging sports are popular among 
students, sport clubs, and Ukrainian military men and women as a continuation of 
Cossack training. Different tug-of-war competitions are held often in high military 
schools and armed forces of Ukraine. It’s interesting that the traditional sport now 
has no gender orientation and that tug-of-war contests have become especially pop-
ular among women. 
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Tug-of-war event at Huu Chap Village 
in 2014 © Thi Thu Trang Nguyen
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UNESCO’s Intangible Heritage Convention, which was adopted in 2003 
and entered into force in April 2006, highlighted “Recognizing that com-
munities, in particular indigenous communities, groups and, in some case, 
individuals, play an important role in the production, safeguarding, mainte-

nance and re-creation of the intangible cultural heritage, thus helping to enrich cultural 
diversity and human creativity.” Articles 1 and 15 on purposes of the Convention make 
further references to issues relating to the participation of communities, groups, and 
individuals. By respecting and empowering practicing communities to define, desig-
nate their intangible heritage, and engage in protecting ICH, many states have come 
to acknowledge community as one of the central goals of the convention. In fact, the 
interrelationship between community and heritage seems to be inseparable. Valdirmar 
Tr. Hasfstein pointed out that “At closer inspection, intangible cultural heritage is 
practically synonymous with community” and therefore “the purpose of the conven-
tion is not only to safeguard traditional practice and expressions, but also, and just as 
importantly, to safeguard communities” (Valdirmar Tr. Hasfstein 2004, p.212)

In light of this perspective, my presentation will examine a variety of tugging ritu-
als and games in Vietnam, in the relation to concerned communities who are not only 
the bearers of the element but also the primary responsible parties for safeguarding 
the heritage. Particular attention is given to the diverse expressions of tugging ritu-
als and games, recreated by communities’ creativity in their interaction with nature 
and their history. Moreover, the role and forms of community involvement in safe-
guarding the tugging rituals and games are also discussed. Although the nature of 

“community’ has proved to be quite variable, the term “community” applied in this 
paper means communities-of-place, particularly community of the village or town 
where the tugging rituals and games are practiced. 

COMMUNITIES AND VARIETY IN HERITAGE EXPRESSIONS 

There are many variations of tugging rituals and games (keo co) in Vietnam, charac-
terized by multi-ethnicity and territorial regions. In general, keo co is practiced by 
different communities across the country, from north to south, mountains to plains. 
However, tugging rituals and games are concentrated mostly in the northern mid-
lands—the Red River Delta and North Central region, where the Viet (or Kinh, the 
majority people) has long resided and is the cradle of the wet rice and Red River civi-
lizations. Besides, keo co is also played widely by ethnic minority groups who are the 
pioneers of rice cultivation in northern mountainous areas, such as Tay, Thai, and Giay.

As outcomes of community creativity, in particular ecological contexts and economic 
and socio-cultural conditions, tugging rituals and games in Vietnam has a variety of 
traits, meanings and playing rules. In regard to the element’s name, the Viet call it keo 
co (tug-of-war), keo song, keo may (rattan cord tugging), keo co ngoi (playing tug-of-war 
while sitting), and keo mo (tugging two connected bamboo trees); the Tay call it nhanh 
vai, the Giay call it so vai; and the Thai call it na bai. Tugging rituals and games are 
often held as a part of spring festivals within villages, marking the beginning of a new 
agricultural cycle and expressing wishes for bumper crops, prosperity, and happiness. 
Tugging rituals and games are often organized in front of a village’s communal house 
or shrine, after commemorative rites to the local protective deities. The materials 
used in tugging vary from region to region; they can be made of bamboo poles, rattan 
cords, or hemp. The selection procedures for the tugging rope and contenders follow 
particular ritual rules, and in many cases, the winning team and the losing team are 
arranged by custom to express certain religious meanings and the harmony of nature.

The following brief descriptions of tugging rituals and games of different commu-
nities reveal the multiple expressions of the heritage in different aspects, such as 
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tugging materials, tugging techniques, and the related beliefs and customs. These 
distinct features reflect the self-identity and history of each community in the local 
context, preserve collective memory against oblivion, and offer connectivity for com-
munity cohesion. 

In the village of Huu Chap, Hoa Long Commune, Bac Ninh Province, people use two 
joined bamboo trunks as the rope. They carefully select the bamboo. Before the Lunar 
New Year, the festival organizing committee sends people to go around the village to 
select the best bamboo trunks, which are straight, not too old or too young, healthy 
in the tops and not infested. The trunks are joined together by means of mortises. The 
joint is supported by old bamboo because this is the place where players hold on to 
and is subject to the most pressure. To lessen the roughness of the joint, people chop 
young bamboo into thin pieces and twist them into ropes, which are made into three 
spirals each consisting of three or four circles of various sizes. The spirals resemble 
spiders, one female and two males, and embody the male and female or yang and yin 
elements. They can symbolize fertility, with wishes for bumper harvests and repro-
duction of plants and creatures. After the rope is prepared, it is displayed in front of 
the communal house so that the villagers can report to the tutelary god that prepa-
ration is finished. Players must be healthy local men aged between 30 and 37 who are 
not currently mourning any family deaths. Each side consists of thirty-five men. Four 
other men will act as flag waving men and four others as security guards for the tug-
ging competition. In the afternoon on the fourth day of the first lunar month, after 
the morning tutelary ceremony, the elderly ask the gods for permission to start the 
game. Players take turns praying to the tutelary god, and the rope is removed from 
the communal house and brought to the playing ground. The two teams enter amid 
spectators’ cheering and the senior men’s drumming. The players sit along the bamboo. 
Two from each side hold the joint between the trunks and the rest of the players are 
behind them. 

According to custom, tugging rituals and games of Huu Chap Village are imple-
mented three times. The winning team and the losing team are arranged by custom 
to express certain religious meanings and the harmony of nature. In particular, the 
team of the east side wins the first competition; the team of the west side wins the 
second competition; and for the third competition, all the visitors join and support 
the east side team to gain victory. It is believed that a win from the team of the east 
side will bring favorable weather and therefore a good harvest because it is the direc-
tion of the sunrise. 

In Thach Ban Ward, Long Bien District, Hanoi, formerly Ngoc Tri Village, Cu Linh 
Commune, Gia Lam District, Hanoi, people use a rope made of rattan inserted through 
a hole in an ironwood post that is planted into the ground. The players sit on the 
ground while pulling the rope. This is why the game is called sitting tug-of-war. The 
rattan must be between twenty-five and thirty meters long and five centimeters in 
diameter. Both ends must be the same size. If one of the ends is smaller or bigger than 
the other, then it cannot be used. Nowadays, because rattan is getting rare, people 
tend to replace it with a tailor-made rope. The cylindrical ironwood post is painted 
red, and the hole is at knee level. When the festive season comes, it is planted into the 
ground where tug-of-war will be played. Before the contenders play the game, a rope 
is inserted through this hole. Players must be local men aged between 18 and 35, and 
their families must have lived in the hamlet for at least five generations. The men are 
divided into two teams, duong, which is in the lowland and on the side of Nghia Tru 
River, and cho, which is in the highland. Each team consists of twenty-four players 
and one team leader. They sit with one leg stretched and the other bent while pulling 
the rope. Each team turns their faces to one side of the rope. Customarily, if the duong 
team wins, the village will have a lucky year.
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Tug-of-war event at Huu 
Chap Village in 2010 © Thi 
Thu Trang Nguyen

Local legend tells that the tug-of-war originated from the villagers’ wish for enough 
water for agriculture and their daily lives. In another interpretation, the game also 
symbolizes a snake creeping from high ground to low ground and therefore prac-
ticed as a ritual of praying for floodwaters to subside. This symbolic act is rooted in 
local contexts, as Cu Linh Village is at the side of the Red River and villagers mainly 
live on agriculture, particularly rice growing. The gods that local people worship are 
all related to water. For example, their tutelary god or Saint Linh Lang originated 
from water, and he is also known as Water God. Saint Tran Vu, who is venerated at 
Tran Vu Shrine, has the power to cause winds and rains and is also called the Water 
Management God. The past Ngoc Tri Village Festival and the present Tran Vu Shrine 
Festival are dedicated to these gods. 

In Xuan Lai Village, Xuan Thu Commune, Soc Son District, Ha Noi, people play 
tugging rituals and games during the Vua Ba Shrine Festival, along with other games 
such as the competition of fetching water for rice cooking, chess playing, and wres-
tling. The festival is held on the fourth day of the first lunar month. The two bamboo 
trunks used for the game normally consists of eight or nine internodes per each trunk 
to symbolize good fortune. Players must be local men aged between 18 and 35. The 
hamlet is now divided into twenty-four residential units or subunits (xom). Each year, 
two of the twenty-four subunits send their men to play the game. The subunits take 
turns to play every year. Each unit sets up a tugging team of five, seven, or nine men. 
The number of contenders must be odd, and as a rule, a team stands in the southern 
direction and the other in the northern direction. They play in three rounds. The first 
round is for warming up; the last two rounds are for competition. Anyhow, the refer-
ees do not announce winners and losers. Spectators understand and predict the year’s 
harvests based on the results. Customarily, if the southern team wins, rice harvests 
will be good and the weather hospitable. If the northern team wins, white beans will 
grow well while other crops will be less successful. 
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In Huong Canh Town (Binh Xuyen District, Vinh Phuc Province), which was previ-
ously three old villages of Huong Canh, Ngoc Canh, and Tien Canh, the cord must be 
made of a long and big rattan at least forty-five meters in length. Rattan cord must 
be soaked under a pond for fifteen days and then dried for five to six days to make it 
durable, tough, and firm. Moreover, players tug the rattan cord through an ironwood 
stake which is fixed in the ground and marks the separating line between two teams. 
The stake is just over a meter in height with a thirty-seven centimeter diameter. A 
small hole (approximately four centimeters in diameter) is cut through the stake eighty 
centimeters high from the ground. When the game begins, the cord is inserted into 
this hole with its central point sitting inside the stake. The referee uses white paint 
to mark this central point, which is used to decide the winner and loser of the game. 

Before the real competition happens, two respected elders perform ceremonial 
tugging acts. After that, all participating teams tug in three twenty-minute rounds 
until there is a definite winner. According to the festival regulations, each team has 
thirty-four members when they enter the tugging ground: one captain, two vice-cap-
tains, one service staff, twenty-five main players, and five reserve players. There are 
also fifty standby players waiting outside the ground. The captain and vice-captains 
must be men with strong leadership and credibility so they can lead the whole team 
in unity and understanding. Among the twenty-five main players four important 
players hold their positions close to the tug-of-war stake. These four people must be 
very strong, enduring, skillful, and ingenious to protect their team against losing by 
pulling the cord down to the ground. The rest of the players are divided into ten rows 
of two with the final player holding the end of the cord. In each row, festival organiz-
ers dig a 1.2 × 1.4 meter hole for players to sit in and sustain their force. One row is 
1.5 meters separated from the other so that players can stretch their legs and half-lie 
their backs down to pull the cord. 

For the tug-of-war at Huong Canh Town, tugging tactics are as important as play-
ers’ strength in defining the final game results. Additionally, unity among all players 
and team leaders plays an essential role. Technical secrets in tug-of-war game all lies 
in team leaders’ signals. Each team has secret signals. Once the captains move their 
flag or give some agreed signals, all players are supposed to act precisely and accord-
ingly, such as holding, pulling, or tugging the cord. If players miss or misunderstand 
their leaders’ signal, their chance to win the game is limited. Sometimes, when both 
teams summon up all their strength to tug and the cord is moved back and forth con-
tinuously, cord gets burnt and releases smoke. 

Different from other tug-of war games, it is believed that the game of Huong Canh 
Town depicts secret naval trainings on Ca Lo or Canh River (currently belong to Binh 
Xuyen District, Vinh Phuc Province) during the Ngo dynasty (tenth century CE) to 
gain victory on Bach Dang River Campaign against Han invaders (938 CE). Naval sol-
diers used rattan cords while swimming to pull their boats, surprised their enemy, and 
gained victory. Another interpretation is that Huong Canh Villagers used to use boats 
for jar trading and fishing from Ca Lo River to Hong River, and then up to Tam Giang 
River and Da River. Rattan cords were therefore used to pull the villagers’ boats back 
and forth on the rivers; this suggests that the tug-of-war reflects the characteristics 
of daily life of Huong Canh residents.

For the Tay in Khanh Yen Ha Commune, Van Ban District, Lao Cai Province, the 
tugging rope is placed in the same direction as the water current with its root upstream 
and its top downstream. The root portion is always reserved for the elderly. In this 
sacred ritual, the shaman tells the younger team to let the elder team win. 

For some other communities of the Tay ethnic group in Lao Cai Province, the tug-
ging rope symbolizes a dragon that brings good luck and support for villagers to have 
good health, good businesses, favorable weather, and bumper crops. The women’s team 
is always given a chance to win during an even year, with the belief that business and 
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Tug-of-war of the Viet people 
in Huu Chap Village, Hoa Long 
Commune, Bac Ninh Province, in 
2010 © Thi Thu Trang Nguyen

crops will be thriving in even years because women represent fertility. There are some 
restrictions, such as the men’s team is not allowed to hold the dragon head and eyes 
(the root part of the rattan), because the dragon cannot spray water to make rain if 
its eyes are covered. The women’s team is not allowed to hold the top of the rattan 
because it is believed that the dragon cannot fly if its tail is held. 

For the Tay in Trung Do Village, Bao Nhai, Bac Ha District, Lao Cai Province, two 
teams—men and women—play the game to express the tugging of bountiful crops 
to the villagers. Another interpretation of the tug-of -war is that this game aims at 
commemorating the local legendary figures (Prince Vu Van Mat and General Hoang 
Van Thung) who gained victory fighting against foreign invaders. 

The above-mentioned diversity of tugging rituals and games reflects the diversity 
of communities, because the heritage represents the living expression of the unique 
traits of the different communities. At the same time, tugging rituals and games share 
strong commonalities regarding the themes of fertility, prosperity, and harmony. It 
is essentially part of agricultural rituals and thus bears the characteristics of agricul-
tural culture, weather, and crops. For example, this agricultural cultural identity is 
revealed through symbolic acts. As described, tugging rituals and games in Thach Ban, 
Hanoi, symbolize a snake creeping from high ground to low ground and practiced as 
a ritual of wishing for floodwater recession. In the tugging rituals and games at Huu 
Chap Village (Bac Ninh Province), the team from the east (the direction of the sun-
rise) customarily wins the game, representing the beliefs for favorable weather and 
a bumper harvest. For some communities of Tay, Lao Cai Province, the elders’ team 
wins over the youths’ team by custom, and the root portion of the tugging rattan cord 
is always on the upstream side and reserved for the elders, which is a sign indicating 
wishes for abundant water.

Nowadays, tug-of-war has become popular and widely spread in contemporary life 
in Vietnam as a joyful folk game, serving to unite community members in rich cultural 
expressions. It is appealing to people of all ages and strata because it is easy to play. 
Although it has a competitive component, winning or losing is not as important as 
unity, joy, and community harmony. It affirms that this element is a socially inclusive 
process and performed for the sake of the communities’ prosperity and wellbeing as 
well as to remind the community members of the importance of cooperation. 

Communities involvement in the safeguarding of the intangible cultural heritage
This part examines the forms and mechanism of community involvement in safe-

guarding the tugging rituals and games. Some actors involved in heritage management 
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are summarized and some other aspects, such as support from authorities, taboos, 
customs, and modifications of the heritage over time are also identified. 

One clear observation from the present study is that a spectrum of degrees of com-
munity participation exists, depending on particular local conditions. Grassroots 
involvement has played an essential role for safeguarding the element. At the same 
time, community involvement has been integrated within the wider framework of 
government policy and the central and local authorities’ governance. Authorities have 
been facilitating community involvement by some measures of administrative inter-
ventions. In general, the continuation of the heritage has relied on continued and 
direct community input. Safeguarding the element also requires the collaboration of 
local communities with government authorities. Top-down administration needs to 
fit with the expectations and needs of its creators and bearers.

A cooperative management model which is representative for the whole community 
seems to be the most popular form of community heritage management. The festival 
management committee is usually established locally, and it is mandated with some 
forms of formal responsibility by local authorities. The committee includes the head of 
village as a government official and representatives of social groups and associations, 
such as the Front for the Fatherland, the Associations of Elders, the Associations of 
Women, Veteran’s Association, and Associations of Farmers. In some places, such 
as in Xuan Lai Village, Soc Son Commune, heritage management has been entirely 
delegated to traditional leaders and residents of the village, in which the council of 
elders has the most influential voice. It should be noted that in Vietnam, the village 
is not only a traditional basic social unit but also the basic geographical administra-
tive unit, which was known as a fairly autonomous body in history. It is found out 
that the elderly always play an important role in offering guidance and supervision 
for heritage safeguarding. They are regarded as men of wisdom and experience and 
respected as the guardians of village morals. 

Case studies also indicate that although communities have the primary and direct 
role of performing, maintaining, and distributing ICH, proper safeguarding of the 
heritage can be better achieved through a delicate balance of heritage management 
between the community and authorities. Many communities have strengthened their 
bonds to authorities through relations of administration and further benefited from 
government support in terms of legislation, expertise, funding, and technical support.
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Table 1: Tug-of-war festival in Huong Canh Town, Binh Xuyen District, Vinh Phuc Province (by the Viet people)

Forms of Community 
Involvement

Taboos and/or  
Related Customs

Support by  
Authorities

Heritage  
Modifications

• The festival organizing 
committee is established 
and approved by Vinh Phuc 
Province’s People Committee.

• The festival organizing 
committee includes repre-
sentatives of the provincial/
communal authorities, the 
Huong Canh communal 
house’s keeper, represen-
tatives of social unions and 
associations in Huong 
Canh Town.

• Local people participate in 
the procession from Ngoc 
Canh Communal House and 
Tien Canh Communal House 
to Huong Canh Communal 
House and in the procession 
from Huong Canh Communal 
House to Thuong Shrine for 
the ceremony of escorting 
village tutelary god, King Ngo 
Quyen to Thuong Shrine

• Fourteen elders are nomi-
nated by local residents to 
carry out the honor ceremony 
to village tutelary gods

• Residents of four sub-unit of 
Huong Canh Town selects 
tugging team members for 
their own sub-unit

• Residents participate in 
giving comments and feed-
back regarding the festival’s 
regulations and festival 
procedures

• Residents financially contrib-
ute to the festival expenses, 
depending on their own 
capacities. 

• The team leader of each tug-
ging team and the elderly 
guide and train contenders. 

• Twenty-five contenders (in 
which there are four contend-
ers holding positions near the 
tugging stake, twenty-one 
contenders sit on the hole), 
and five standby contenders 
for each team. In addition, 
there is one team leader/cap-
tain and two leader assistants 
for each team

• Every team competes until 
the final result is defined. Each 
team has three competitions. 

• Contenders should be healthy 
men 20 years old and over. 

• The ritual specialist should be 
an elder, having a full family 
with his wife still alive. He 
should be a moral person and 
have good voice to read aloud 
the honor oration  

• All the members participate 
in the ceremony for village 
tutelary gods should be the 
respected and moral elderly.

• Vinh Phuc Province’s Relics 
Management Committee 
plans and sets up the festival’s 
program in collaboration 
with Binh Xuyen District’s 
Cultural Division 

• Vinh Phuc Province’s People 
Committee guides and orga-
nizes the Huong Canh festival

• Huong Canh Town’s People 
Committee provides finance 
for organizing the festival 

• Local authorities provide 
awards for contenders 
and winners

• Local authorities build the 
grounds for the tug-of-war 

• Central and provincial author-
ities fund the communal 
house’s renovation 

• The tug-of-war grounds 
have changed several times. 
Before 1954, it was next to 
Khanh Phuc Pagoda. Between 
1960 and 2009, it was in front 
of Huong Canh Village’s 
Communal House. From 
2009 until now, it is next to 
Canh River 
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Table 2. Sitting tug-of-war at Tran Vu Shrine, Thach Ban Ward, Long Bien District, Hanoi (By the Viet people)

Forms of Community 
Involvement

Taboos and/or  
Related Customs

Support by  
Authorities

Heritage  
Modifications

• The festival organizing 
committee is set up by local 
authorities. This committee 
includes the Tran Vu Shrine’s 
keeper, representatives of 
social unions and associa-
tions,  and leaders of local 
authorities 

• People of residential subunits 
select a tugging team for 
their subunit 

• Residents contribute finances 
for the festival’s expenses 
depend on their own 
capacities

• Players must be local men 
aged between 18 and 35 and 
their families must have lived 
in the village for at least five 
generations.

• Central authorities financed 
the renovation of Tran Vu 
shrine in 1997 and 2007, which 
provided an enabling environ-
ment for the element to be 
safeguarded

• Local authorities guide the 
festival organization, which is 
directly implemented by the 
festival committee

• Changes of the festival from 
Ngoc Tri Village’s com-
munal house to Tran Vu 
Shrine in 1989 

• Festival time was changed 
from twelfth day of the 
second lunar month 
(February) to the third day of 
third lunar month (March) in 
1989 when it was first revived.

• Women were allowed to 
participate in the tug- of war 
(but not for the tugging ritu-
als) in 2006

Table 3. Tug-of-war festival in Xuan Lai Village, Xuan Thu Commune, Soc Son District, Hanoi (By the Viet people)

Forms of Community 
Involvement

Taboos and/or  
Related Customs

Support by  
Authorities

Heritage  
Modifications

• The festival organizing 
committee is selected and 
assigned by villagers. The 
festival organizing commit-
tee nominates a council of 
elders who give ultimate con-
sultancies for of the festival 
procedures

• The head of the festival orga-
nizing committee guides 
the preparation tasks for 
contenders

• Head of the village organizes 
meetings with village’s associ-
ations and unions to delegate 
tasks of organizing the festival

• Villagers contribute money 
and rice to make offerings to 
the tutelary gods, some fam-
ilies donate bamboo trees for 
tugging rituals and games.

• The elderly carry out fund-
raising activities in the 
village market to supplement 
the financial resource for 
the festival

• Selected elders conduct the 
ceremony in honor of village 
tutelary gods

• Healthy young men are 
selected for tugging team. 
Each team includes seven to 
nine contenders. Two sub-
units among twenty-four 
sub-unit of the village carry 
out the tugging rituals and 
games and the sub-units take 
turns to play every year.

• The number of contenders 
must be an odd number. 

• The bamboo trunk used 
for the game must con-
sists of eight or nine 
internodes, which symbolizes 
good fortune

• Members of commemorative 
rites should be elders

• Contenders keep their upper 
body and their feet bare

• Local authorities support 
finances for preserving relics

• Local authorities partially 
support financing the festival 
organization 

• The festival has been main-
tained continuously for the 
last hundred years and no 
significant modifications 
have occurred 
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Table 4. Tug-of-war festival in Huu Chap, Hoa Long Commune, Bac Ninh Province (By the Viet people)

Forms of Community 
Involvement

Taboos and/or  
Related Customs

Support by  
Authorities

Heritage  
Modifications

• The festival organizing 
committee includes elders, 
representatives of social 
unions (such as: leaders of 
the Front for the Fatherland, 
the Associations of Elders, 
the Associations of Women, 
Veteran’s Association, 
Associations of Farmers, Youth 
Union, Village Cultural Clubs 
and head of the village, etc. 
Head of the village play the 
role as the Chair of the festival 
organizing committee, never-
theless, he usually follows the 
consultancies given by the 
council of elders

• The elderly council organizes 
meetings to discuss and set 
up particular sub-boards, 
such as: consultative board, 
worshiping rites board, ritual 
music board, flag waving 
board, and select the healthy 
and young men of the village, 
with unstained families to 
take part in the north and 
west tugging teams. 

• Four flag waving men directly 
guide the rope making proce-
dures, with the participation 
of villagers in the communal 
house’s yard. 

• The tugging customs and 
rules are conducted vol-
untarily by all contenders, 
villagers and visitors.

• Villagers make contributions 
to the festivals. Especially, in 
1998, villagers contributed 
finance to renovate Huu Chap 
communal house because it 
was partly destroyed in the 
War of Resistance against 
French (1945-1954) 

• Contenders should be 
between 18 and 40 years 
old and from healthy and 
unstained families. 

• Contenders keep their upper 
body and their feet bare

• According to custom, the east 
side team wins the first com-
petition, the west side team 
wins the second competition, 
and for the third competi-
tion, all the visitors join and 
support the contenders of the 
west side team to gain victory

• The ritual specialist leads the 
ceremony in honor of village 
tutelary gods; he should have 
a full family with his wife 
still alive

• The Festival Management 
Committee is approved 
by Hoa Long commune’s 
people committee annually 
since 2008

• Central authorities partially 
provide financial expenses for 
the festival organization

• Some parts of rituals are no 
longer to be practiced such 
as fireworks and the water 
procession
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Table 5. Rattan cord tugging of the Tay in Trung Do Village, Bao Nhai, Bac Ha District, Lao Cai Province

Forms of Community 
Involvement

Taboos and/or  
Related Customs

Support by  
Authorities

Heritage  
Modifications

• The head of the hamlet and 
his wife, along with a ritual 
specialist, are in charge of 
finding the rattan cord 

• The head of the hamlet orga-
nizes meetings with the local 
residents to delegate tasks for 
preparing the festival 

• Young people and villag-
ers participate in preparing 
the shrine

• The shrine keeper plays acts 
as the leader of ceremony  

• The ritual specialist guides vil-
lagers to carry out tug-of war 
and conducts the ceremony

• Men and women partici-
pate in tug-of-war; they are 
divided into two teams, one 
male team and one female 
team. Each team has twelve 
contenders. 

• After the tug-of-war, a ritual 
specialist distributes blessed 
gifts of popcorn and cereal 
to the villagers to wish for 
bumper crops 

• Local authorities financed the 
shrine’s renovation in 2009

• Local authorities designate 
personnel to take part in the 
festival organizing committee

• Local authorities provide 
financial support to organize 
the festival
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N owadays, tug-of-war has become a popular traditional game and loved 
by many communities in Vietnam. Both children and adults love playing 
this game since it doesn’t require many particular skills or training and 
doesn’t limit the number of participants. Tug-of-war today is played in dif-

ferent cultural and social events in youth camps, student gatherings, and traditional 
festivals as well as during Tet Lunar New Year celebration in Vietnam. In a traditional 
tug-of-war game, players are divided into two teams and stand opposite along a string 
(normally a bamboo cord or a jute rope). A red piece of cloth marks the middle of the 
cord, which is positioned parallel to a line drawn on the ground that separates the two 
teams. After a signal (either a whistle or a hand signal) from the referee, players tug 
the cord as hard as possible to pull the red cloth towards their side. For every match, 
both teams receive great cheer from surrounding spectators.

Tug-of-war variants are named slightly different in Vietnamese such as keo co 
(tug-of-war with the cord is made of jute or other materials), keo song (tug-of-war 
with the cord is made of rattan), day gay (long stick pushing). These games have been 
all practiced differently in format and rules according to different characteristics of 
each community, their beliefs, cultural values, or events in which tug- of-war game is 
a part. However, these tug-of-war variants do share some following common features:

• Practice space: Tug-of-war games take place mostly in communities with rice-farm-
ing traditions with, such as rural communities in the southern part of Vietnam. 
Tug-of-war is widely practiced in different ethnic communities including Thai, Tay, 
Nung, Giay, and Kinh people in the provinces of Lao Cai, Bac Ninh, Ha Tay, Vinh 
Phuc, Hanoi, Thanh Hoa, Nghe An. Tug-of-war plays a role as a traditional game in 
traditional festivals and is more popular in northern villages. According to a survey 
conducted in 2004 by the Vietnam Institute of Culture and Arts Studies, there are 
630 traditional festivals among which sixteen have a tug-of-war game included. In 
Ho Chi Minh City (2008-2010 statistics), there are 815 existing traditional festivals, 
yet only six have a tug- of-war.

• Practice period: mostly during the lunar new year, at the start of a crop season or 
after a harvest. Many tug-of-war practices take place during a traditional spring 
festival marking the beginning of a new crop season and a new lunar year.

• Meaning: Tracing the tug-of-war’s origin or its historical background and its close 
attachment with traditional festivals of many rural communities in Vietnam today 
leads to different interpretations and explanations about this traditional collective 
cultural practice. Tug-of-war is presented in diversified formats as well as in its 
socio-cultural function according to different communities who practice it, yet the 
similarity in practice space and period and long existence in farming communities 
in Vietnam show a common meaning in traditional tug-of-war practices in Vietnam. 
Almost all tug-of-war practices are attached to rice-farming communities, playing 
an important role in their intangible cultural value system and reflecting those 
communities’ perspectives of the relationship between humans and nature; their 
belief that nature has a strong power that can determine human existence and earn 
mother nature’s protection—humans have to live in harmony with mother nature.

CASE OF HUONG CANH TUG-OF-WAR FESTIVAL
(Binh Xuyen District, Vinh Phuc Province, Vietnam)

Huong Canh used to be part of Ke Canh Village (Huong Canh, Ngoc Canh, and Tien 
Canh hamlets), yet for many generations, Huong Canh was used as the name of the 
whole commune. Today, Huong Canh is the name of a town that includes those three 
old hamlets and some other surrounding hamlets. Huong Canh town is forty-five 
kilometers northwest of Hanoi.
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Tug-of-war was a historically popular game played among many villages in Binh 
Xuyen District, mostly at the beginning of a lunar year; such villages include Ngoai 
Trach, Quat Luu, Son Loi, and Thanh Lang. Today, only Huong Canh practices the 
tug-of-war and turns it into a big festival. Huong Canh tug-of-war is quite different 
from tug-of-war in other places in terms of format and meaning. Commonly, a big 
rope is used in tug-of-war games, yet in the Huong Canh tug-of-war, the cord must be 
made of a long rattan strand. Moreover, in Huong Canh tug-of-war, players tug the 
rattan cord through an ironwood stake that marks the separation line between the 
two teams. Including the stake makes the game more dramatic, skillful, and longer 
lasting than games in other places because both teams are allowed to use the stake to 
gain strength. Players in the Huong Canh tug-of-war game do not stand; they half-lay 
on the ground while having their feet push against a shallow hole set aside for each 
player. This setup also makes the game more vibrant and last longer.

Traditionally, Huong Canh holds a number of different festivals during the lunar 
year: The tug-of- war festival (Dinh Festival) is in January to commemorate and praise 
the village tutelary deities’ merits. On 15 February is the Thuong Dien Ritual (a sac-
rifice dedicated to the god of earth at the beginning of rice farm work). In July, the 
Ha Dien ritual (a sacrifice dedicated to the god of earth after having the harvest) is 
held. To Huong Canh people, Thuong Dien and Ha Dien are important rituals, and 
therefore need to be held with great respect and care. The village will offer raw pig 
meat to village deities and pray for good crops for the whole community. During these 
days, the village also holds some additional cultural activities such as a rice cooking 
contest and decorative fruit displays. Huong Canh Tug-of-War festival is usually held 
from the third to the sixth of January; in some cases, it lasts until 9 January (during 
the Tet celebration). In the old days, teams kept tugging until there was an obvious 
winner. Currently, however, they have to play within three twenty-minute rounds 
for each match.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

According to Mr. Duc Mau Nguyen (74 years old, Lo Ngoi Hamlet, Huong Canh), his 
family has participated the tug-of-war festival for six to seven generations. He played 
for the Lo Ngoi team for many years, and now his sons and grandsons play for the 
team. He says that the tug-of-war in Huong Canh was initially played only by young 
men living in Lo Ngoi and Lo Gang. Later, people from other hamlets and villages that 
geographically belonged to Canh Village (currently Huong Canh Town) joined Lo Ngoi 
and Lo Gang to hold this festival up to now. Canh Village used to have eighteen giap 
(traditional Vietnamese residential quarters) divided into three teams of six giap to 
compete with each other during the tug-of-war festival.

Senior village members are unable to accurately date the first festival but could 
confirm that the festival has taken place for many village generations. Shared memory 
among some senior members indicate that the festival was held between 1936 and 
1942, before the French-colonialist resistance war broke out in the north of Vietnam, 
which halted the festival for a few years, until 1950.

Consultancy with local community, particularly with senior members of Huong 
Canh, the origin and historical development of the tug-of-war festival brought dif-
ferent explanations, yet all reflect strong faith and great pride of local people about 
their intangible cultural heritage.

One explanation suggested that the tug-of-war simulated the action of encircling 
and hunting animal practiced by two members of Ngo royal family (tenth century CE), 
Ngo Xuong Ngap and Ngo Xuong Van, and General Do Canh Thac during Dong Ho 
area (Huong Canh). Huong Canh people used many long rattan cords to encircle the 
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woods and trap animals. Today, these legendary figures are still worshiped in three 
communal houses in Huong Canh. 

Another explanation asserted that the tug-of-war game depicts secret naval train-
ings on the Ca Lo River (currently in the Binh Xuyen District, Vinh Phuc Province) 
during the Ngo dynasty (tenth century CE) to gain victory in the Bach Dang River 
Campaign against Han invaders (in 938 CE). Naval soldiers used rattan cords while 
swimming to pull slightly their boats to surprise their enemies.

According to other village members, Huong Canh villagers used to use boats for 
title and jar trading and fish-catching from Ca Lo River to the Hong River and then 
up to the Tam Giang and Da rivers, Rattan cords were used to pull their boats on the 
rivers. This is probably the origin of tug-of-war practice in Huong Canh today.

Mr. Tran Van Bach, a local and player on the Tien Huong team in the 2013 tug-of- 
war festival, has different idea about the origin of traditional tug-of-war practice, 
saying that the tug-of-war game probably closely relates to long agricultural traditions 
of Canh villages with symbolic meaning related to praying for crops and prosperity 
or exorcising-related practice. Historically, Huong Canh Village also has held many 
different traditional games in addition to tug-of-war, such games included wrestling, 
stick-tugging, cock fighting, and duck catching. These games were symbolically linked 
to pure and traditional agricultural communities in northern areas of Vietnam.

HUONG CANH TUG-OF-WAR FESTIVAL: COMPONENTS AND PRACTICE

Tangible Aspects

The cord used in Huong Canh tug-of-war must be made of rattan, at least forty-five 
meters in length. Traditionally, the village would send some of their men to a north-
ern mountain province, such as Lao Cai, Lai Chau, Yen Bai, or Ha Giang, to find the 
most qualified rattan. Recently, because of deforestation, it is getting increasingly 
more difficult to find a good rattan in a short time. For last several years, it has taken 
almost two weeks to find qualified rattan because the men hired to do this job had 
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Huong Ngoc team at the Huong 
Canh Communal House, ceremony 
before the tug-of-war competition 
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to go further into the jungle. In the past, when tug-of-war stake was 1.2 meters high, 
the rattan cord easily broke, so the village had to prepare spare ones, but now, because 
of the appropriate rattan scarcity, the village shortened the stake to maintain the 
cord’s durability.

Rattan cord must be soaked under a pond for fifteen days and then dry for five 
to six days before it can be used for tugging. This process makes the cord durable, 
tough, and firm.

Other than the rattan cord, the tug-of-war stake is also an important and distinc-
tive element of the Huong Canh Festival in Vietnam. The stake is made of ironwood 
and 1.05 meters high and 37 centimeters in diameter. It is fixed in the ground, marking 
the location separating both competing teams. There is a small hole approximately 4 
centimeters in diameter cut through the stake 80 centimeters high from the ground. 
When the game begins, the cord goes through the hole with its central point inside 
the stake. The referee uses white paint to mark center point of the cord, which is used 
as the reference point to decide the winner and loser of the game.

In the old days, the stake was made from a longan tree, which is not as firm as iron-
wood. It was 1.20 meters before being shorten to 1.05 meters. The old higher stake 
made the game more skillful, tactical, and dramatic, but the cord was easily broken or 
burnt. Today, because rattan is so scarce and expensive the festival organizers short-
ened the stake to reduce the risk of the rattan cord breaking as well as shortening 
the festival duration.

Intangible Aspects

On the first day of the festival (3 January on the lunar calendar), before the game 
starts, each team of the Huong Canh tug-of-war competition gather in the Hau Tho 
(Deity of Earth) Shrine and bring offerings such as pork, chicken, steamed spring rice, 
and fruit to pray for victory and protection from their deities.

After that, the four teams go in a colorful procession with many festival flags to 
the Huong Canh communal house, which is considered the main communal house 
of this town, to hold the main ritual for the festival. Some senior villagers chosen 
to represent the village perform the ritual. These senior men pray to village tutelary 
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deities to report about the tug-of-war festival as well as ask for their protection for 
all players and teams.

After senior men pray, each team prays for the success of the festival in general and 
success of their team in particular. Continuing drumbeats inspire everyone involved 
and urge the start of the game.

Practice

In the past, the Huong Canh tug-of-war was held from 3 to 6 January; in some years, 
it lasted until 9 January without a final result. All teams used to tug until a winner 
was declared; now, however, they tug in three twenty-minute rounds to finish a match. 
For last several years, the Huong Canh tug-of-war festival has been held between 3 to 
5 January, during the Tet celebration.

In recent years, there have been four tug-of-war teams—Tien Huong, Huong Ngoc, 
Dong Nhat, and Lo Ngoi. According to the festival regulations, each team has thir-
ty-four members when they get into the tugging ground: one captain, two vice-captains, 
one service-staff, twenty-five main players, and five reserve players. There are also fifty 
substitute players waiting outside the ground to replace the main players when each 
tug-of-war round finished. The captain and vice-captains must be men with strong 
leadership and credibility so that they can lead the whole team in unity and under-
standing. Participants on all team must be at least 18 years old and healthy.

When in a match, both teams have to be in a closely organized formation. An iron-
wood stake is fixed into the middle of the ground to divide two the team into two 
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opposite and equal sides. Both team captains have to stand fifty centimeters away 
from the stake while one vice-captain is at position of two meters from it. The other 
vice-captain stays near the end of the team. Among the twenty-five main players, 
there are four important ones holding their positions close to the tug-of-war stake. 
These four people must be very strong, enduring, skillful, and ingenious to protect 
their team against losing by pulling the cord down to the ground. The remaining twen-
ty-one other players are divided into ten rows of two and hold the cord. In each row, 
festival organizers dig a 1.2×1.4-meter for players to use to gain their force. One row 
is one and a half meters from the other so players can stretch their legs and half-lie 
their backs while pulling the cord. Each team has five reserve players while they are 
in a tug-of-war round.

The tug-of-war umpire team consists of three persons: the main one, sometime 
called by a folk name of “Mr. Level” or “Mr. Who Marks a Scale,” and two assisting 
umpires who are both captains of the other two teams.

Huong Canh tug-of-war is organized according to regulations set by the Huong 
Canh People’s Committee.

General Regulations

• In every tug-of-war competing round, each team has twenty-five players, five reserve 
players, one captain, two vice-captains, and one staff, making up a full team of 
thirty-four participants.

• The festival umpire team consists of one main umpire and two assisting umpires 
who must be captains of the two non-competing teams. These three umpires give 
all orders such as starting, pausing, or explaining in the game.

• While teams are competing, only five reserve players can be used to replace the 
main tugging players. Off-ground substitute players are not allowed to enter the 
grounds when the game is taking place. Any offence results in a twenty-point deduc-
tion for the offending team.

• After each tugging-round, the two teams swap sides.
• Players are not allowed to fix a hole that causes the players to step across tugging 

rows. Any questions regarding this issue should be consulted with the umpire team.
• Only men are allowed to play tug-of-war competition. Females are allowed to sup-

port the whole team.
• The main umpire allows the match to begin only after checking and marking the 

rattan cord. 

Competing Methods and Awards

• Two tug-of-war teams compete in a match. Each match consists of three twenty-min-
ute rounds with a fifteen-minute break between each competing rounds. Each team 
is given three points for each round won. One point is given to both teams if they 
are even in a round.

• A winner is declared when a team can pull more than 1.5 meters length of their 
opponents’ cord. If no team is successful, that round is considered a draw.

• Points gained from nine rounds in three matches are totaled for the final result for 
each team (among four tug-of-war teams). Depending on the tally, four awards are 
given: first prize, second prize, third prize, and fair-play prize.

• In the case of draw, the winner is declared according to the result of the match in 
which both team competed. If that match is even, the matter is settled in a vote.
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Sometime the continuous back-
and-forth tugging causes the 

cord to burn and smoke appears 
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In tug-of-war games, tugging tactics are as important as a player’s strength in 
defining the results of a game. Unity among all players and team leaders also play an 
essential role. If players miss or misunderstand their leaders’ signal, their chance to 
win is limited. The players hold the rattan cord under each player’s armpit, alternat-
ing left and right in each row. The players join forces by putting their feet against the 
front of the hole, then half-lying down to tug the cord toward their side. All actions 
need to be followed precisely and rhythmically according to the signals from the team 
leaders/captains. When both teams summon up all their strength to tug the cord, it 
moves back and forth vigorously and can begin to burn, creating a plume of smoke.

Technical secrets in tug-of-war games are all in team leaders’ signals. Each team has 
a different signal system that isn’t shared with competitors. When the leaders move 
their flag certain directions or give other agreed-upon signals, players should follow 
precisely, such as holding, pulling, or tugging the cord. An award ceremony is hold at 
the end of the final day of the tug-of-war festival (5 January) among the excitement 
of four teams, organizers, and local people. In addition to an award and a certificate 
of recognition, each team also receives financial support from local people and busi-
nesses. Normally, when the festival finishes, each team holds a party to celebrate their 
success or effort and to learn from experience for better results in coming festivals.
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Safeguarding and Transmitting

Bearers/Practioners
Normally, tug-of-war game does not require too much skill or training, yet in Huong 
Canh tug-of-war game, players ‘strength and skill are highly required. Additionally, 
the unity and full understanding among all team members including leaders are also 
essential elements for success.

The captain and vice-captains must be experienced and enthusiastic, and most of all, 
have strong leadership that can unify all members into one strong team. They under-
stand every member’s qualifications and characteristics, and they use this information 
to set up their teams in the most suitable and effective formation for each tug-of-
war match. After each round or match, the leaders quickly gather with their team to 
discuss how to take advantage of their strengths and overcome their weaknesses, to 
analyze their competing teams, or simply to encourage their people for better results 
in the next match.

Each team also receives contributions from their assistants in logistics (uniform, 
first-aid, food, and drinks), fund-raising (donations from businesses and local people), 
and financial management. Most of all, the continuing support and cheers from all 
people in Huong Canh are the very aspect that has kept this festival alive for so 
many years.

Safeguarding Activities
Each year, the Huong Canh tug-of-war festival receives financial support from a local 
budget to buy two rattan cords, organize four teams, pay organizing members, and 
award the four tug-of-war teams. People who serve on the festival organizing board 
are mainly local authorities and heads of Huong Canh residential quarters. They work 
hard to support the festival with little payment. Their contribution mostly comes from 
their great love and pride of this cultural heritage.

In the past, the festival was held on the grounds in front of Huong Canh communal 
house. Sometime, when spectators got excited about the game, they crossed the line 
separating players and the audience to get into the main play area and interfered with 
the match, which sometimes caused chaos and conflict. To prevent this situation, in 
2007, the local authorities decided to build a small stadium for the tug-of-war festi-
val. This oval stadium located in front of Huong Canh Town’s People Committee office, 
and it separates with the audience and players with an oval trench. This new stadium 
works effectively in restrict spectator interference and keeps the game well organized.

Finding appropriate rattan cords is the most difficult part in organizing this festival. 
Some members of the festival organizing board take care of this task. Traditionally, 
qualified cords need to be between forty-five and fifty meters long with a three to four 
centimeter diameter. The price keeps increasing because of scarcity. As mentioned, the 
tug-of-war ironwood stake used to be higher than now since the height caused the 
cords to easily break and burn and could not last longer than one year. Therefore, after 
carefully consideration and recognizing the financial constraints, local authorities 
decided to shorten the stake and limited competing time to twenty-minute rounds. 
Thanks to this change, some cords have been able to be reused, which saves the local 
government some budget.

Awarding prizes encourages young men in Huong Canh to participate in the tug-
of-war festival. The tug-of-war is not just a cultural practice but also a game in which 
the people involved always desire for victory and success. In the old days, Huong Canh 
villages were divided into eighteen giap (traditional residential quarter) that formed 
three tug-of-war teams. Awards were pink, yellow, or green silk. Today, awards for 
tug-of-war teams are prepared in cash which later will be used to buy gifts such as 
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clothes, tea sets, thermoses, and vessels, for the team members. These gifts have little 
cash value but have great value in acknowledging everyone on a team.

Transformation
Traditionally, the tug-of-war festival was held separately from the Dinh Festival . 
However, in 2012, Department of Culture, Sports and Tourism of Vinh Phuc Province, 
within the framework of a provincial program for tourism development, proposed 
merging these two traditional festivals into one bigger cultural event to attract 
more tourists.

The new Huong Canh tug-of-war festival is held for three days, from 15 to 18 February. 
It was suggested to divide the festival into two main parts: liturgy (rituals such as sacrifice, 
procession, etc.) and rejoicing (which includes traditional games such as duck-catching, 
cock-fighting, rice-cooking competition, chess, and folk art performances).

This proposal was presented in a wide and open consultancy with the local commu-
nity, including local people and local authorities. While the results of this consultancy 
was largely positive, three residential quarters in Huong Canh did not support the 
proposal, with the main argument being concerns over a lack of players and the risk 
of losing the intrinsic value of the traditional tug-of-war festival. For many years, the 
tug-of-war practice has not been considered a traditional game but a valuable cultural 
practice with strong attachments to their agricultural beliefs.

Because of this disagreement, this proposal was reconsidered. Though the pro-
posal was not universally supported, local people highly appreciated efforts of local 
authorities to explore tourism from cultural heritages. For any safeguarding efforts 
and activities that take into account local perspectives such as this case of Huong 
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Canh tug-of-war festival, the sustainable management and safeguarding of cultural 
heritage will be guaranteed. 
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Appendix

Image Gallery

During the 2015 symposium held in the Republic of Korea to work 
on the multinational nomination fi le for tugging rituals and games, 
the participants provided a number images, some of which we are 
showcasing here for our readers to have an additional perspective on 
some of the elements described in this book.



Vietnam: Teams compete in three rounds. If the southern team wins, rice harvests 
will be good and the weather hospitable. If the northern team wins, white 
beans will grow well while other crops may be less successful. © VICAS

Vietnam: Victors celebrate their success © VICAS
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Vietnam: Teams competing in the tug-of-war stadium built in 2007 © VICAS

Cambodia: Girl team against boy team in teanh prot match © Siyonn Sophearith

  129



Republic of Korea: Tugging games among children the day before 
the main of Yeongsan tug-of-war event © NIHC

Republic of Korea: People tugging side ropes at the Yeongsan tug-of-war © Dae Young Go
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Philippines: Preparing kina-ag, the object for tugging in the punnuk . It is made 
of tightly packed dried rice stalks bound with vines © Renato S. Rastrollo

Republic of Korea: In the tug-of-war in Namhae, Gyeongsang Province, 
the players of opposing teams compete against each other in a 
contest to drop the head rope of their rivals © Dae Young Go
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Philippines: Prepared kina-ag for the punnuk tugging match © Renato S. Rastrollo

Philippines: Kina-ag in the shape of a ring being pulled by the pakid, a tugging 
instrument made from an attoba tree sapling © Renato S. Rastrollo
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