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Deep Play of Surfing: Ethnography in Wu-Shi Harbor Surfing

June, 2015
Author: Lin, Chieh-Liang
Advisor: Liu, I-Ming
Abstract
This dissertation is using the method of thick description. The Wu-Shi Harbor is to set for

research field. The author, as a participant observer, was an engrossing researcher who spent
much time and efforts to establish rapport with a new “community” and learn how to act in
that community so that the ethnographer is eventually accepted as part of the social landscape.
This study presents a part of the Northern Taiwan surfing culture that the author is currently
involved in participant-observation ethnography.

In surfing field, the core of surfing culture is the simultaneous pursuit of practical wave
riding experience and competence. Thus, surfing practice inscribes the body with experience.
These inscriptions also form the practical basis of construction of identity by providing
meaning and value through the surfing body. This perspective was available by sociologist
Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital.

Then, as we know, surfers’ bodies are aquatic bodies, they must swim and dive well, and
use oxygen efficiently when underwater. Their bodies must be creative performing bodies that
continually assemble dance-like patterns of movement across a wave. Above all, surfing
bodies communicate a plethora of cultural values, ideas and meanings about decency,
hedonism and physical capital. Physical capital, as Bourdieu explains, is expert at
combination of skill, muscular strength endurance, cunning and courage. Besides, he analyses
bodies as bearers of power, status and distinctive symbolic value. These constitute what he
calls physical capital. This part adopts the idea of physical capital as the main axis to interpret
the hidden meaning under these inscriptions of surfing bodies. This is the case on the

Northern Taiwan beach where physical capital is the principal currency of surfers.

Key words: sport ethnography, surfing culture, cultural capital
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8 LAV ZE R E A T How is the demand for ‘sports products’ produced, how do people acquire the
‘taste” for sport, and for one sport rather than another, whether as an activity or as a spectacle? The question
certainly has to be confronted, unless one chooses to suppose that there exists a natural need, equally
widespread at all times, in all places and in all social milieu, not only for the expenditure of muscular energy,
but more precisely, for this or that form of exertion. ...More precisely, according to what principles do agents
choose between the different sports activities or entertainments which, at a given moment in time, are afford
to them as being possible?  (1978:819-820)
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