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SPORT & FESTIVITY

The Arctic Winter Games 
as Festive Event: Beyond 
the Sports versus Culture 
Dichotomy

ABSTRACT

This article focuses on the sporting event known as the Arctic Winter Games, which 
features young people (aged ten to twenty) from the Arctic regions, provinces, and nations. 
It demonstrates that young participants primarily experience this event as festive, thus 
fulfilling the Games’ stated promise of combining sports with the promotion of Arctic 
culture. Drawing on data collected during the 2023 edition, the article investigates the 
expectations of both the young athletes and the organizers and then compares them with 
how participants experience the event. The behaviors, interactions, and relationships that 
develop during flagship Games events, such as Arctic sports and Dene games, during which 
festive practices take center stage, are also part of this study. The article thus illustrates that 
the Arctic Winter Games place festivity, primarily as a means for participants to socialize 
and foster a symbolic unity among young people of the North, at the heart of the event. 
The festive and partying moments, which are integral to this youth-focused event, make 
the Arctic Winter Games an unique platform to observe how international sports events are 
striving today to renew their model by constructing a strong social and cultural sense of 
belonging.
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The Arctic Winter Games as Festive Event: Beyond the Sports versus Culture 
Dichotomy
Elina Bertet, Camille Gontier, and Julien Fuchs

Introduction

January 29, 2023, 6:30 p.m., Fort McMurray (regional municipality of Wood Buffalo, northern 
Alberta, Canada), -30°C: between 1,800 and 1,900 participants entered the arena for the opening 
ceremony of the Arctic Winter Games 2023. In the next few days, these ten-to-twenty-year-olds 
either competed in sporting performances in one of the twenty sports featured or took part in 
artistic performances, such as traditional dances. They originated from eight different areas: 
Greenland (Denmark), Nunavut, Nunavik, the Northwest Territories, Alberta, Yukon (Canada), 
Alaska (United States), and Lapland (Sweden, Finland, Norway). Initially, the atmosphere was 
joyful and the participants were reinvigorated after the three-year suspension of this biennial 
event due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

The Arctic Winter Games are part of diverse Indigenous multisport events in Canada. Among 
these events, the North American Indigenous Games bring together regions of Canada and the 
United States for mainstream sports like basketball, as well as traditional Indigenous games.1 
Other events include the World Eskimo Indian Olympics, held in Alaska, which focus exclusively 
on traditional North American Indigenous practices and strive to replicate animals and the 
surrounding dangers to cultivate the abilities required for hunting and survival.2 Indeed, traditional 
games generally embody vestiges of competitions that were once practiced in specific contexts 
associated with martial skills, labor, or survival with Indigenous traditional games serving various 
societal functions, such as instructing survival abilities.3 As an illustration, the knuckle hop, or 
seal hop, an Inuit practice, involves athletes maintaining their weight on their heels and hands; 
this event is believed to originate from a hunting practice where hunters mimic the movements of 
seals on ice to avoid being noticed.4

 The Arctic Winter Games have extended their influence beyond the North American continent, 
encompassing European regions surrounding the Arctic. In addition, the Games have established 
themselves as “the premier sporting competition and cultural gathering of and for the Arctic 
North,” thus blending mainstream sports, traditional sports, and artistic performances.5 
Traditional sports stand out as the symbol of these Games with two flagship events: Dene 
games, originating from the Dene (also known as Athabaskans), Indigenous residents around 
the Arctic, and Arctic sports, derived from Inuit culture.6 Emerging from diverse Indigenous 
backgrounds, these kinds of sports incorporate contests and are recognized as a major element 
within the Arctic Winter Games, alongside non-Native sports.7

At the start of the 2023 edition, the speakers on the opening ceremony podium began by stating, 
“The Wood Buffalo Region is located in Treaty 8 Territory, and is home to six First Nations 
and six Métis communities, all with very distinct, diverse, and rich histories.…We acknowledge 
where we live, work, play, and compete, in this traditional territory.”8 Over the sound of drums, a 
flute tune, and traditional songs, a video honoring this land and its peoples was played, before 
Alice Martin, elder of the Mikisew Cree First Nations, spoke in her native language to welcome 
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participants to her land. Then, traditional and contemporary music groups and dancers followed 
one another onto the stage to launch the Games. The youth started singing songs, laughed in 
groups, and warmed up by dancing. The atmosphere was friendly and cheerful, with participants 
spontaneously expressing their enjoyment and pride in attending the ceremony. The tone 
was set: beyond mere athletic competition, the Arctic Winter Games serve as a platform for a 
celebration that underscores the significance of exchange; festivity; encounter; and discovery 
and recognition of the history and culture of the First Nations, Inuit, and Métis peoples, and more 
broadly of the Far North and the Arctic.

A different moment, a different perception: February 1, 7 p.m., Keyano Theater, Fort McMurray. In 
2023, the official cultural gala of the Games, featuring diverse artistic performances, took place 
on the stage of this small theater. Described as a “showcase of diverse youth talent,” the biennial 
gala aims to highlight the skills of young people from the circumpolar regions.9 Those involved, 
commonly identified as cultural performers, present a show and exhibit their arts “as a form of 
creative expression” that “inspire[s], enrich[es] and connect[s].”10 After speeches by representative 
members of the communities, dance, music, and other performative forms summon up the 
culture of each delegation. In 2023, the event notably featured circus performances (including 
stilts, ball juggling, diabolo, and human pyramids), traditional dances (a Yupik dance from the 
Alaskan native culture, Gwich’in Dancers from the Northwest Territories, and drum dancers), 
and the performance of a traditional yoik (traditional form of singing) from Sami culture sung 
a cappella.11 Unlike sports participants, these individuals do not compete for an Ulu medal 
(the traditional crescent-shaped Inuit knife), and there is no ranking between them; however, 
each participant receives a commemorative gift, such as a cultural medallion, as a gesture of 
appreciation for their participation.12 Shielded from the competitive dynamics inherent to sports, 
this cultural evening appears at first sight as a festive occasion, in the sense that it is about 
honoring the arts and traditions of northern cultures. However, besides organizers, sponsors, and 
local officials, almost no young sports participants can be seen in the audience. The lateness 
of the event cannot alone explain their absence. If the participants are not there, it is first and 
foremost because, for them, these institutionalized cultural and festive performances are out of 
place during the Games.

Between these two scenes, there is one big gap. The Arctic Winter Games can be perceived 
as a festive manifestation through the “spontaneous” celebration of culture, expressions that 
arise naturally from its immersion in this culture of the Far North and the Arctic. This culture, 
encompassing an organized set of knowledges, codes, values, and representations associated 
with specific social groups, is shared among participants.13 The official discourse cultivates this 
intention: the cultural dimension of the Arctic Winter Games is intended to “offer participants 
from all contingents who come together to learn from one another and to celebrate and 
demonstrate their unique artistic talents … and promote an atmosphere of social interaction 
that strengthens cultural awareness and understanding, increases community pride, enhances 
self-esteem and promotes volunteerism.”14 Indeed, the stated mission of these Games is to 
promote sporting competition, cultural exhibition, and social interaction among northerners 
(symbolized by the three interlocking rings in the logo).15 However, in reality, things appear to be 
more complicated; the place of festivity and culture in the Arctic Winter Games has to be put into 
perspective with regard to participants’ diverse motivations. Another essential aspect to take 
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into account is how the organizers construct the event, prioritizing unconsciously its sporting 
dimension. This sports-oriented approach is undoubtedly perceived as more legitimizing, a trend 
that can also be observed in the history of the Games, as the cultural dimension has sometimes 
faced difficulty in being recognized. In fact, at their inception, the Arctic Winter Games 
predominantly featured sports of Euro-Canadian origin, while traditional Indigenous games were 
either deemed unsuitable for inclusion in the sports category or positioned as demonstrations in 
the 1970 and 1972 editions.16 In this context, the general aim of our research is to identify festive 
elements in a sports event where institutionalized and traditional practices coexist.

These initial observations enable us to reflect on how extra-sporting dimensions, particularly 
festive elements, intertwine with high-profile sporting events. While these international events 
have often been considered from the point of view of their significance for local populations and 
through the prism of their economic meaning (costs, benefits, and scope of hosting for local 
economic actors) and social meaning (such as interests of the populations involved, in terms of 
skills development), their festive and cultural meanings remain underexplored.17 A preoccupation 
with the question of long-term impact, which seems crucial today for many researchers on 
an international level, nevertheless pushes research in this direction.18 So far, the social and 
cultural impact of the Games has been analyzed through the transformation of practices after 
the event; the commitment to physical exercise; and other more intangible dimensions, such 
as public support for the event, the enjoyment felt, the image of the host city, and the feeling of 
social inclusion.19 The question of young people’s patterns of sociability and cultural experience 
during the Games, however, has rarely been addressed, except in the scholarly work of sports 
sociologist Christine Dallaire on the Canada Games.20 Research on the relationship between 
sport and celebration has dealt with ritualized festive practices organized on the periphery of 
sports activities; with marketing approaches that facilitate the integration of festive programs 
with major sports events; or with the ambiguous—sometimes convergent, sometimes 
divergent—relationships that have historically linked games, festivity, and sports.21 There are few 
works dealing with a genuine “festivization” of sporting events that nuance the “festivalization” 
process.22 Among these, an article by sports sociologist Olivier Bessy on the Médoc Marathon 
(a French wine-growing region) shows how a practice emblematic of sporting asceticism 
became the object of festive appropriation during which the participants celebrate the pleasures 
of wine, fancy dress, and conviviality, and the organizers gradually push back the sporting and 
competitive logics to promote a festive event.23

We explore how participants experience both the sporting events and the festive practices 
of the Games, such as shared moments of fun, friendly exchanges during informal times, 
meals, gatherings, and even cooperation during certain events. Thus, beyond the ritualized and 
institutionalized aspects, such as official ceremonies, the Games first appear as a moment 
during which interactions are played out and where emotions are embodied, which we can 
imagine structure the representations of sport, of other cultures, and of the environment that 
these young people construct for themselves. We reflect on festivity as a lived moment, that is, in 
a phenomenological rather than functionalist approach, by which we refer to a classic discussion 
of sociological and philosophical approaches to festivity.24 In other words, rather than focusing 
solely on institutionalized festive rituals, we examine festivity as a social and cultural practice that 
is evident through sports activities and the informal, spontaneous relationships developed by 
participants over the course of the event.
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This postulate leads us to define the festive aspects of the Games according to their “cardinal 
dimensions,” those that relate to the logics of socialization, transgression, and celebration, as 
the ethnologist Laurent Sébastien Fournier reminds us in an essay on the essential functions of 
festivity.25 Indeed, if we understand festivity from a phenomenological perspective, it remains 
dependent on a specific social and cultural framework, that is, a constrained space that makes 
possible the festive logics of socialization (getting together and meeting), celebration (celebrating 
who the participants are), and transgression (giving oneself the right to go beyond certain 
rules and customs, particularly sporting ones). The Arctic Winter Games, through their history, 
characteristics, and functions, set a framework within which sporting, cultural, and festive 
dimensions cohabit. These games are built around a major sports program, and the influence of 
the Olympic model can be seen on a number of occasions, notably during the opening ceremony 
(including ceremonial speeches, referees’ oaths, and arrival of the flame), in the organization of 
the delegations, and in the inaugural protocols of the matches (including presentation of teams, 
national anthems, and identifying sportswear).

The sporting dimension is central, and the relationship between competition and performance, 
while not totally hegemonic, remains a major factor in motivating participants. The cultural 
offering complements the sporting events, but it is clearly of lesser importance, and above all, 
it suffers from relative disinvestment by the participants and even by the organizers. On several 
occasions, the cultural program has been modified or even canceled without prior notice and 
without any obvious major negative consequences. Hence, the rationalization and formalization 
of the organization remain constrained, as evidenced by access and circulation conditions for 
the various audiences within the facilities hosting the Games. Competition sites are integrated 
into facilities open to the public, and spectators often mingle with athletes, volunteers, and 
accompanying persons. In the 2023 edition, at Macdonald Island Park—the main venue for 
the Games and the location of the organizing committee—local users and regular attendees 
of the hosted sports facilities pursued their activities and shared with the athletes a vast open 
space. This relative lack of delimitation of event spaces and times, perceptible even on the 
edges of the official competition grounds, could diminish the ritual and therefore the socially 
recognizable dimension of festivity.26 However, it should also be noted that it is characterized as 
a time and place that diminishes social statuses and their effects of distinction.27 This element of 
organizational license and permissiveness, which we postulate is also due to the youth-oriented 
character of the event, enables athletes to develop the informal and spontaneous relationships 
favorable to festivity.

In the context where sporting logics dominate, where social statuses intertwine, and where 
the sense of festivity extends beyond just artistic activities and official ceremonies, our study 
questions the spontaneous, informal social interactions, in the way that they express the festive 
spirit of the Arctic Winter Games for its young participants. As it moves into social interstices 
conducive to its expression, festivity, as a spontaneous, informal, and non-ritualized cultural 
practice, emerges at the circumvention of official and programmed activities and of the 
framework of highly institutionalized, protocol-based event models.28 Drawing on the cardinal 
functions of festivity that are operative at the Games, namely, socialization, celebration, and 
transgression, we seek to understand where festivity manifests itself in the Arctic Winter Games 
by analyzing the expectations and experiences of those taking part in the Games as well as the 
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various forms of practices present at the event.29 The focus is then on illustrating how athletes 
take advantage of the Games to engage in socializing experiences outside the main activities 
and official programs. The value of these experiences lies both in a form of transgression of the 
sporting order and in the celebration of a shared territorial belonging that differs according to the 
interlocutors but whose common culture refers to what they call “the North,” “the Arctic,” and, for 
some of the Inuit, Dene and Métis, “our culture.” So, the festivity is not where it seems to be, but 
it is present in the many “side events” of a seven-day gathering, bringing together between 1,800 
and 1,900 athletes representing eight regions crossed by the Arctic Circle.

Methodology

The current study is built on a research project conducted during the 2023 Arctic Winter Games, 
which took place in Fort McMurray, Canada, from January 29 to February 4, 2023. Seven 
researchers from the Universities of Ottawa (Canada), Western Brittany (France), and Aalborg 
(Denmark) worked together on the project. Two of the team’s researchers had already attended 
previous editions of the Games. This research integrates fieldwork methodology with interviews 
and questionnaires.30 The overall objective was to explore the social, sporting, and environmental 
dimensions of these Games, allowing us, within the scope of this study, to investigate their 
festive aspects. Our research question aimed to identify festive elements in a sports event where 
institutionalized and traditional practices coexist.

Fieldwork consisted of observations during the 2023 Games using an observation grid covering 
ceremonies, sports activities, cultural activities, and sustainability (see appendix 1). As in previous 
studies of the 2016 Games, we paid attention to the environment and atmosphere of the Games, 
such as the placement of flags and signs in the city or in the arena, and various interactions and 
exchanges between the people around us.31

Thirty-one semi-structured interviews were conducted with youth participants, including twenty-
seven athletes and four cultural performers between the ages of thirteen and eighteen. We 
explored their perspectives on the Games, particularly regarding the sports, social and cultural 
impacts, and environmental sustainability. We consulted organizers and “Chefs de mission” for 
input on how to approach and conduct interviews with youth participants at the Games and 
ensured their agreement for each interview.32 The interviews occurred in person at the Games, 
during competition breaks, either individually or in small groups according to participants’ 
preferences, and were conducted in English (twenty-four), French (three), or Danish (four). The 
interview guide comprised questions exploring participants’ experiences and the impact of the 
Games, along with information regarding the athletic identity of the participants, cultural aspects, 
and environmental issues (see appendix 2).33 Interviewees were also encouraged to express 
their perception of the Games through drawings (see figures 2–9 below). The use of drawings, 
coupled with questions facilitating the sharing of meanings and interpretations attributed to 
them, is a method that can help individuals express dimensions of their lived experience that 
might be difficult to articulate in words.34 In her studies on various sports festivals in Canada, 
Dallaire employs this method to discern dimensions of identity and community among youth 
within the context of these Games.35 In our study, we consider that drawings have the potential 
to illuminate the symbolic perception of the event through how participants view themselves as 
individuals originating from the Arctic or the North, how they envision the Arctic or the North, 
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or how they regard the Arctic Winter Games as a distinctive event pertaining to the Arctic or the 
North.

Furthermore, an online survey, encompassing multiple-choice and short-answer questions 
addressing the social, sporting, and environmental aspects of the Games, was administered 
to participants (athletes and cultural performers) between the ages of twelve and thirty-one, to 
mission team members (coaches and all other volunteers), and to Chefs de mission. A total of 
689 individuals responded to the survey with most respondents being female (55 percent versus 
43 percent males, with 2 percent choosing a different option, that is, “Two-Spirit” or “non-binary,” 
or preferring to self-describe). The delegations represented were Yukon (N=153), Alberta North 
(N=131), Northwest Territories (N=116), Alaska (N=110), Greenland (N=73), Nunavut (N=65), 
Nunavik (N=27), and Sami (N=14).

In addition, we collected information from the 2023 event website. Indeed, before the Games, on 
its website, participants (athletes and cultural performers) were asked to describe their “goals 
for the games.” Participants’ responses to this open-ended question ranged from a few words 
to longer answers.36 This question was part of a larger set of demographic information cells for 
participants, requested by the Games’ organizers and displayed on the Games’ website, covering 
such details as type of sport, age, delegation, hometown, gender, and years of experience 
in sports. Although some participants did not answer the section titled “My Goals for the 
Games,” we were able to gather 758 complete responses about goals, consisting of 415 males, 
342 females, and 1 respondent who preferred not to identify, with a total average age of 15.4 
(SD=2.37). The delegations represented were Alberta North (N=212), Alaska (N=167), Yukon 
(N=137), Nunavut (N=126), Northwest Territories (N=105), and Sami (N=11).

The Place of Festivity at the Arctic Winter Games

Founded in the late 1960s, following poorer results obtained by northern athletes at the first 
Canada Games compared to athletes from southern provinces, the Arctic Winter Games are “a 
high-profile circumpolar sport competition.”37 The first Games were conducted in Yellowknife 
(Northwest Territories, Canada) in 1970, with five hundred athletes from Alaska, the Yukon, and 
the Northwest Territories competing in ten different sports and participating in cultural and 
traditional performances. The goal was to provide a platform for northern athletes to enhance 
their skills by competing in an international event alongside peers with similar backgrounds 
and abilities, while also fostering mutual understanding and friendship among people from 
northern areas.38 Because this event was the first of its kind, it generated a special and festive 
atmosphere.

The 2023 edition had four times the number of athletes and twice the number of sports as the 
first edition (for a list of all the sports, see figure 1) and offered opportunities for participation 
in diverse cultural activities and performances. The Games’ expansion has opened doors for 
athletes from a wide array of sports, cultural performers from a wide array of arts, and diverse 
delegations to engage in the event, thereby enriching cultural exchanges and fostering a more 
vibrant and celebratory environment than the 1970 edition. According to the 2023 technical 
package for the event, which provides guidance to host societies and mission teams (head 
members of delegations) for coordinating sports competitions and team participation, an athlete 
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shall be a “developing athlete” to be eligible to compete, meaning that the athletes have not 
competed for their country in an international competition in the sport they are participating in. 
Organizers aim to encourage as many participants as possible living North of the 55th parallel. 
Organized on a biennial basis, this sporting event has evolved with the introduction of new 
sports (such as the addition of archery in 2023) but also with the suppression of others (for 
example, judo has not been included since 1982, and dog mushing was removed in 2023).39 
Criteria for selecting sports include the number of participants in the delegations and the sport’s 
development potential. Organizers also favor the selection of sports with a “unique Nordic flavor,” 
in line with the distinct climates and cultures associated with the region.40
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Figure 1. Twenty Different Sports. 2023 Arctic Winter Games website (site discontinued).

Alongside sporting activities, as mentioned earlier, the Arctic Winter Games also feature a 
number of cultural activities. Indeed, to organize cultural performances, the host society 
is required to set up daily performances, gala concerts, and cultural exchanges (such as 
interactions with professional artists under the artistic direction and leadership of a program-
dedicated artistic director).41 Thus, organizers also call on young cultural delegates from the 
participating regions. Like the sports participants, they have to be in development of an “artistic 
voice” in various fields of music, dance, theater, and storytelling.42

Since the early 1990s, when the organizing committee restricted attendance to youth between 
the ages of ten and twenty, the majority of competitors have been young people, although adults 
are allowed to compete in Arctic sports and Dene games, the traditional Indigenous games.43 
In view of the educational and symbolic stakes involved, the governments of the participating 
regions, private sponsors, the local population, and national and international media steadfastly 
invest in the Arctic Winter Games.44 As the main focus is on young participants, organizers 
prioritize educational and social goals. Emphasizing the importance of shared experiences, 
socialization, cultural discovery, and the promotion of a sense of unity is essential to the Games 
alongside the sporting dimension. This framework provides a platform for young people to 
share, thus indirectly affecting their experience of the Games. Festive moments, perceived in 
light of their cardinal dimensions, are central to the Games.
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Expectations and Experiences at the Arctic Winter Games: Between Socialization and Cele-
bration

According to studies previously undertaken on these Games, the Arctic Winter Games can be 
approached in a number of ways: they can be understood in terms of their identity and territorial 
functions, their governance, or their socializing effects. Sociologists Sylvain Ferez, Sébastien 
Ruffié, and Stéphane Héas present the Games as promoting the expression of a “geographical 
identity” particularly reserved for individuals living alongside the Arctic.45 This restriction prevents 
the participation of better-equipped and better-trained athletes from the South, while offering 
the possibility of meetings and exchanges between athletes from the North.46 Supporting the 
expression of a place-related identity, historian Robert C. Thomsen, geographer Carina Ren, and 
economist Renuka Mahadevan present the Games as a space for the construction of several 
identities linked in particular to a polar “us,” the regions, the nations, and Indigenous ethnicities.47 
Over the years, Jordan Lankford, Samuel V. Lankford, and others have shown that the objective 
of the Games has remained the same: to provide an opportunity, through sport, for a social and 
cultural meeting between the peoples of the North, regardless of the languages they speak, the 
ethnicities they represent, or the religions they believe in.48 Organizers also support the idea that 
improving sporting skills is a by-product of participation, with this participation being the main 
objective.49

Cultural identity building and socializing logics are therefore constitutive of the Arctic Winter 
Games. But our investigation also shows that the event remains defined by its sporting 
dimension, despite the stated objectives of the organizers, who claim an equal interest between 
culture and sport. Thus, among the various objectives formulated by young participants on the 
Games’ website, they claim to participate first to achieve a performance (49.25 percent), then to 
live an experience (32.98 percent), and finally to build relationships with other participants (17.77 
percent).50

Respondents are therefore attached to the results they hope for, the progress they can make, and 
the idea of doing their best, whether in an individual or collective logic (in relation to their teams or 
delegations), as the following quotes testify:

To win an Ulu—male futsal player from Nunavut, thirteen years old 

To place for my team—male wrestler from Nunavut, fifteen years old

My goals are to improve as a player—male ice hockey player from Alaska, eighteen years old 

Grow as a team—female basketball player from Alberta North, nineteen years old 

My goals are to play as hard as I can—female volleyball player from Alaska, seventeen years old 

I would like to represent the NWT well—female ice hockey player from the Northwest Territories, seventeen 

years old.51

Finally, the young athletes’ drawings express the significance of the sporting component in their 
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portrayals of the Arctic Winter Games (see figures 2, 4, 5, 6, 8, and 9). Although it is frequently 
linked to community or environmental dimensions, this sporting aspect is sometimes exclusive 
and featured in eleven out of the fourteen drawings we collected. Even within cultural practices, 
participants have expressed the desire to come to the Games to perform (with such objectives as 
“Create unique performances and grow my vocabulary in dance” [male cultural participant from 
Yukon, seventeen years old]).52

52. Quotation from data collected 
from the Games website.

Figure 2. Female Dene games athlete from Yukon, fifteen years old.

Figure 3. Female wrestler from Alberta North, sixteen years old.
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Figure 4. Female wrestler from Alberta North, seventeen years old.

Figure 5. Female speed skater from the Northwest Territories, seventeen years old.

Figure 6. Male archer from Alberta North, eighteen years old.
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Figure 7. Male alpine skier from Yukon, thirteen years old.

Figure 8. Female cross-country skier from Yukon, seventeen years old.

Figure 9. Female alpine skier from Alberta North, thirteen years old.
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Celebrating Performance: The Example of Ice Hockey

In the context of the Arctic Winter Games, elements of the Games can be associated with 
what sociologists Norbert Elias and Eric Dunning refer to as “sportification.”53 This term 
denotes the process whereby traditional games undergo transformation into modern sports, 
notably characterized by structured competitions with media coverage, athletes identified by 
unique uniforms, and ranking based on performance, thereby facilitating the inclusion of new 
audiences.54 Within the framework of these games, we observed such elements as the cult of 
performance and victory, as well as the institutionalization of practices and the importance of 
competition in the internal logic of the activity.

Ice hockey matches, in particular, are the object of intense commitment, and spectators of 
a hockey game enjoy a typically North American sporting spectacle, with, for example, the 
ritual salute following a point scored, coaches in suits and ties, and recorded music used 
to accompany match highlights. Our observations, as well as the results of the analysis on 
participants’ objectives, show that ice hockey is one of the most competitively invested events, 
insofar as the emotions expressed by both spectators and athletes are particularly linked 
to a match outcome.55 Of course, all the team sports of European or North American origin 
present at the Games, like volleyball and futsal, are part of the competitive sporting logic, but 
to varying degrees, with ice hockey being the sport with the greatest symbolic value, whatever 
the delegation. Philippe Chiasson, Nunavik-Québec’s Chef de mission, thus confided to us that 
participation requests in ice hockey are often overrepresented. This is, no doubt, a reflection 
of how widespread hockey is across Canada, even within small communities, as well as the 
notoriety of the NHL (National Hockey League), in which Canada is overrepresented compared 
with other regions of the world.56 The sport is deeply embedded in Canadian society, as 
shown by its ritualized attendance of matches, substantial media coverage, and commercial 
exploitation.57 Even among First Nations, hockey has been embraced with passion, whether 
for the skill demonstrated or the sense of community pride it represents.58 Community-based 
ice hockey tournaments, for example, the Northern First Nations Hockey Tournament held in 
Ontario, provide players with the opportunity to represent their community on the ice, playing 
not only for themselves but also for the collective identity and honor of their community. The 
successes achieved by the teams are celebrated as victories for the entire community, fostering 
a profound sense of pride and unity among its members.59 Additionally, the prestige of ice hockey 
extends to the realm of politics, where it is employed as a tool for asserting national identity.60 
The distinctive atmosphere during ice hockey matches at the Arctic Winter Games, embodied by 
the energy and intensity exhibited by participants and spectators, could reflect the significant role 
this sport holds in Canada. Indeed, especially in the Canadian context, ice hockey can even be 
perceived as embodying valued traits and characteristics associated with a promoted behavioral 
model, illustrating such attributes as courage, tenacity, and determination.61

At the Arctic Winter Games, the festive aspect of ice hockey is notably reflected in the general 
atmosphere during the matches, which is characterized by support and dedication, much like in 
other modern sports competitions. The audience remains captivated by the trajectories of the 
hockey puck and reacts with exclamations to the players’ actions (enhanced by noise-making 
tools, such as cowbells), and the players show devotion to various actions (tackles against the 
barriers, noise from the sticks on the ground, etc.) (figure 10). Furthermore, ice hockey embraces 
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celebration, with players from various delegations and their supporters expressing their pride. 
For instance, at the 2023 Arctic Winter Games, when the Alberta North team of eighteen-year-
olds and under scored and emerged victorious in their first match, we saw visible displays of 
celebration: hugs, raised arms and sticks, cheers, and reactions from the crowd. The same 
element of celebration was observable at the sixteen and under match, where we witnessed 
during the first match a significant contingent of Nunavut supporters, identifiable by flags and 
classic supporter attire (clothing and accessories related to the team). Along similar lines, a 
sixteen-year-old male ice hockey player from Alaska set a goal for participation in the Games 
linked to showcasing his team’s sporting prowess: “My goal for the 2023 Arctic Winter Games is 
to show the passion, fierce competition and good sportsmanship that Team Alaska brings to the 
games.”62 These various elements adhere to sporting traditions, where celebrating victory as a 
team is a fundamental aspect of competitive sports.63
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Figure 10. Ice hockey at the 2023 Arctic Winter Games. Photographs by Elina Bertet.

Indigenous Culture, Territory, and Family: Celebrating Participants’ Identities

Though a “sporting logic” predominates at the Games, it is not hegemonic. Individual behaviors 
leave a significant place for positive interactions between athletes and even, as we show later, 
between athletes and referees in the context of Arctic sports. In other words, the Arctic Winter 
Games are a space for the recomposition of admitted sporting norms, as two young biathletes 
from the Yukon pointed out when they told us that, while sport is important, the meetings, the 
collective life, and the sharing explain even more faithfully the reason for their participation.64 
This attachment to the social logic and identity of the Games is reflected in the arguments 
and rhetoric commonly used by the organizing host society. This host society claims special 
attention for Indigenous cultures, their right to recognition, reparation, and appreciation of their 
history. This attention is also apparent among certain participants who expressed, for example, 
pride to “represent our ancestors” who “have been natives of Alaska for 10,000 years” (male Dene 
games participant from Alaska, sixteen years old) or excitement to show the values learned from 
other events featuring traditional North American Indigenous practices within the Arctic Winter 
Games, “including sportsmanship, uplifting other competitors, and being a community” (female 
Arctic sports participant from Alaska, seventeen years old).65
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Alongside sharing and celebrating Indigenous cultures, the wish to build, through the event, 
a shared attachment to territories whose common denominator is that they are crossed by 
the Arctic Circle was also prevalent. To some extent, the young participants adhered to these 
general objectives, but at the same time, their motivations and justifications showed nuance in 
the institutional discourse. The territory, for example, cannot be summed up in an Arctic identity 
reserved for those who live “in the ice,” while others are first and foremost “from the North,” that 
is, from a harsh, wild environment, isolated and far from the southern provinces, big cities, and all 
their facilities. The analysis of goals reveals major differences in the very definition of attachment 
or identification with a territory. For some, it was a matter of representing Canada (“Represent 
Team Canada” [female volleyball player from Nunavut, sixteen years old]), while others referred to 
their province (e.g., “Represent the Yukon” [male wrestler from Yukon, fourteen years old]) or even 
their community (e.g., “To represent my community” [male snowshoeing participant from the 
Northwest Territories, thirteen years old]).66

The “Arctic” identity is plural, as the biographical trajectories of the participants were not 
comparable and the living conditions and cultural backgrounds of the delegations were diverse. 
However, there was a common bond that united the young athletes we met, based first on the 
conviction that they were united by an existence whose condition was dictated by a natural 
environment that was specific to them. The practice of sport remained important, but, for many, 
it was also about being there and being in it. The Games are often a family affair: parents take 
part, followed by siblings and cousins, who are often involved in the same sporting or cultural 
disciplines. Participants even drew on their family ties to perform: “Playing hard alongside my 
older brother” (male basketball player from Nunavut, seventeen years old) or “To go home with 
a gold ulu like my older brother” (male futsal player from Alaska, fifteen years old).67 And it was 
not uncommon to find coaches who, a few years earlier, took part in the event as athletes. This 
replication is the logical adaptation of communities with relatively small demographics: in other 
words, as a form of sporting endogamy made necessary by the management of a sometimes 
very small number of practitioners. But this transmission, both familial and social, must have a 
sufficiently structuring meaning in the participants’ sporting and community socialization to last 
over time, so that the Arctic Winter Games retain a special place in the sporting events to which 
the participants can also aspire (such as the Canada Games or national championships in their 
discipline).

Socialization: Coming to the Games as a Delegation, Leaving as a “Northerner”

On the basis of these various elements, participants are inclined toward a commitment that 
goes beyond simple sporting competition. Indeed, Thomsen, Ren, and Mahadevan perceive 
the Games as “more than a, or at least an alternative kind of, sports event.”68 It is a question 
of making the most of the moment, of not missing out on any opportunities for meetings and 
exchanges—in other words, of fully investing the socializing and identity-building potential of the 
Games. On a number of occasions at the 2023 Games, participants spontaneously embraced 
every opportunity, even the most official ones, to turn the event into a space favorable to 
exchanges and interactions. This supports the demonstration of a sociability that escapes 
the cleaving and agonistic dimensions of competition and also introduces festive dimensions. 
To illustrate our point, at the 2023 Games, participants grouped together in delegations in 
a large gymnasium while waiting for the opening ceremony, and, in addition to the musical 
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entertainment provided by the organizers, spontaneously organized sessions of hand games, a 
game originating from the Dene culture. Another example was the frequent exchange of pins or 
clothing, symbolizing the friendly nature of the relationship between participants. The practice 
is so important that it was mentioned in several of the participants’ “goals for the Games” 
statements.

Indeed, at the closing ceremony of the Games (figure 11), participants were allowed to transcend 
Olympic rituals and sporting codes observed during the opening ceremony. After more than 
a week of shared life, delegations mixed joyfully, participants gathered based on newfound 
affinities, and many athletes exchanged their uniforms, making it even more challenging to 
formally identify the delegations. While the opening ceremony was marked by the formality of 
protocols and the solemnity of speeches, the closing ceremony was directed primarily toward the 
participants. Less formal than the opening one, the closing spectacle unfolded to the rhythm of 
sung and danced performances that highlighted the cultural diversity of the Games. The musical 
content drew from both Cree traditions and the iconic classics of Anglo-American pop culture. 
The youth enthusiastically transformed the well-known Queen song “We Are the Champions” 
into “We are the champions ... of the North,” thus emphasizing the pride of both participating 
in the Games and representing a territory whose geographical, climatic, and environmental 
features constitute a shared identity among athletes. Through the celebration of a community 
of practices and territory, and the assertion of youthful socialization in which the Games play a 
significant role, the festive dimension of the closing ceremony emerged. This festive dimension 
was even more perceptible as it directly emanated from the young athletes, given that the lighter 
ceremonial protocol enabled them to spontaneously appropriate or even reinterpret the various 
elements. Participants also openly expressed their pleasure in attending the Games, forging new 
connections or strengthening existing friendships. The closing ceremony emerges as a moment 
of “truth” for the Arctic Winter Games, wherein while their sporting dimension is foundational, 
the true essence of social, cultural, and identity-related goals, as emphasized in institutional 
discourse, remains challenging to objectively measure among young athletes. The spontaneous 
emergence of festive dynamics during the closing ceremony shed light on how, beyond their 
sporting commitment, participants actually experienced the Games.

Figure 11. Closing ceremony at the 2023 Arctic Winter Games. Photographs by Julien Fuchs.
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Participating in the Games means, for most athletes, taking part in the various opportunities for 
interaction and exchange created by the event. While performance remains the main concern, 
32.98 percent of participants’ responses expressed the desire to enjoy an experience and 
17.77 percent were linked to the relationships that they might cultivate during the Games.69 In 
sportivized and formalized competitions, such as futsal or volleyball, the emphasis placed on the 
final result was strongly pronounced, with no ostentatious display of fair play or adjustment of 
gameplay level in the case of significant disparities. However, participants appeared genuinely 
aware of the importance of fair play, acceptance of referee decisions, and the uncertainties 
present in competitive scenarios. Indeed, aggression or excessive expression of frustration are 
behaviors not tolerated within the culture of the Arctic Winter Games. What is important is what 
participants share in common: the celebration of a territory of belonging (“We are the champions 
… of the North”), the relativization of emotions linked to victory or defeat, the importance of 
youthful sociability, and interpersonal relations. The euphemizing of the “sporting dimension,” 
favoring the emergence of other social relations and cultural dimensions, is particularly 
perceptible in the case of Dene games and Arctic sports.

A Form of Transgression through the Renegotiation of Norms: Exchanges and Interactions 
within Dene Games and Arctic Sports

Entering Macdonald Island Park, we heard the sound of drums and songs resonating from the 
initial rooms of the large sports complex, intriguing some and causing others to move to the 
rhythm. These elements disrupted the ordinary tempo of this sports facility, as an expression 
of a “collective breath,” emblematic of festivity.70 Indeed, whereas typically the sports complex 
is marked by the sounds of squeaking shoes, bouncing balls, or the hum of the crowd entering 
and leaving various facilities, these auditory manifestations during the 2023 Arctic Winter Games 
contributed to creating an exceptional time of celebration—a moment of  temporary escape from 
normal daily pressures. Nevertheless, these sounds are part of a scheduled competition within 
the sports agenda of the Arctic Winter Games: the hand games, one of the disciplines of Dene 
games.

Dene games represent training for survival in a hostile environment, requiring the skills needed 
to travel and hunt in the wild.71 Historically, living in a particular subarctic environment, the Dene 
were highly dependent on food sources that changed with the seasons and therefore had a 
highly mobile, community-oriented lifestyle that also favored individual autonomy.72 Dene games 
are thus grounded in specific social and cultural systems, which emphasize cooperation, value in 
the process rather than the result, and inclusion rather than the distinction between winners and 
losers.73 The diverse practices of Dene games showcased within the Arctic Winter Games serve 
to embody festive dynamics of celebrating a particular culture linked to the fishing, hunting, and 
traveling traditions of the Dene, while also acting as a means of exchange and gathering.

Five Dene games have been included in the Arctic Winter Games since 1990. Finger pull and stick 
pull are two activities said to have been used to help strengthen the Dene’s hands and prepare for 
the fishing season. One involves locked fingers with defensive and offensive roles, and the other 
is a greased stick-pulling contest.74 The snow snake, which is played outside, involves throwing 
a spruce or pine stick as far as possible. It derives from the spear-throwing technique used to 
kill caribou lying on snow-covered lakes.75 The two other games are group activities. Pole push, 
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which is also played outdoors, consists of two teams of four players holding a tree trunk and 
pushing the opposite team out of a circle marked out on the ground—a practice thought to be 
linked to the Dene’s frequent journeys, which involved transporting heavy equipment, such as 
canoes.76

Hand games with singing and drum music playing in the background traditionally have been 
played to gamble equipment (bullets, furs, dogs, stick matches, etc.). They focus on concealing 
and locating objects through elaborate hand signals and gestures. Hand games, complex 
games of chance and strategy, are evaluated through criteria foreign to the current standard 
field of sports.77 Indeed, hand games do not align with a strict assessment of physical skills as 
one might expect in a sports competition. Once a team conceals its objects, the designated 
captain of the opposing team must then make a hand signal indicating the placement of these 
objects—for example, pointing their index finger to the left to indicate that all objects are on the 
left side. Thus, it is not physical strength—as found in finger pull, stick pull, and pole push—that is 
evaluated but rather the ability to identify the strategies of an opposing team. As explained in the 
game rules, players attempt to dupe opponents with elaborate hand, arm, head, and upper body 
gestures.78 Competitors also make facial expressions, such as grimaces, smiles, and stern looks, 
supported by festive codes (songs and music), which contribute to the unique atmosphere of 
this competition. The competitors, referees, musicians, and audience all try to figure out where 
the hidden objects are (figure 12).
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Figure 12. Hand games at the 2023 Arctic Winter Games. Photographs by Camille Gontier.
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The sporting logic therefore is expressed differently in Dene games than in contemporary 
sports. Dene games participants formulated more experience-related objectives (53.57 percent) 
than performance (28.57 percent) or relationship-related ones (17.86 percent).79 For example, 
they expressed objectives of experiencing new opportunities: “I’d love to try new food!” (male 
participant from Alaska, sixteen years old) or “See how much I can learn at Arctic Winter Games” 
(male participant from Alaska, twenty-one years old).80 They also talked a lot about “having fun” 
(among the goals of eleven out of twenty-five Dene games participants whose goals for the 
games were collected).81 Given that Dene games are open to inexperienced participants and 
are perceived as being technically less demanding, it can be inferred that in these activities, 
participants come to the Arctic Winter Games primarily for the experience.82 These participants 
consider the Games as a way of discovering, experimenting, entertaining, and learning. However, 
certain aspects, such as the restriction to four players per team, the reward system (a stick for a 
correct guess in hand games, for example), the time limit (thirty minutes in hand games), and the 
use of a microphone to announce the competing teams, bear resemblance to elements of sports 
regulation.

The term “Arctic sports,” in the context of the Arctic Winter Games, refers to a small number 
(11) of the total 150 known Inuit games.83 These games mostly require the skillful execution of 
movement sequences of agility or flexibility, for example.84 Ethnologist Céline Petit’s research into 
the diverse gaming traditions of the Inuit Iglulingmiut of the eastern Canadian Arctic has shed 
light on the deliberate association of festive practices with Inuit games. The athletes, for example, 
refuse to participate in the warm-up phases and do not hesitate to drink alcohol and smoke 
between engagements, all of which is part of an asserted Inuit style of practice.85

While we did not observe such deviations from the conventional standards of sports during the 
2023 Arctic Winter Games, our examination of Arctic sports offers a more contrasting perception 
than that of Dene games. The sporting and competitive dimension is exalted. Record breaking 
is possible and valued, as Chris Spitdonk’s performance in the knuckle hop contest attests.86 
Indeed, performance-related goals (44.44 percent) outnumbered experience-related goals (31.94 
percent) and relational-related goals (23.61 percent) across Arctic sports participants.87 They set 
goals that were mostly related to:

individual results:

Aim to score new personal records in one-foot high kick, triple jump, kneel jump—male participant from 

Nunavut, sixteen years old                                                                                                                                                          

To place top 10 in sledge jump—male participant from Yukon, thirteen years old 

individual progress:

To soak in newly collected knowledge about new techniques to improve 

my performance—male participant from Nunavut, sixteen years old                                                                                                                                        

Improve on my personal records—female participant from Alaska, twenty-two years old
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individual effort:

To try my best—female participant from Yukon, fifteen years old, and female participant from Alberta 

North, sixteen years old                                                                                                                                                                          

To spread my love and passion for the sport I participate in—male participant from Alaska, nineteen years old.88

This predominance of a desire to compete could perhaps be explained by the introduction of this 
discipline within an event such as the Arctic Winter Games. Historically, Arctic sports appeared 
before Dene games at the Arctic Winter Games and were featured as a cultural demonstration 
event during the first two editions of the Games. During the third edition, in 1974, they were 
incorporated into the competition program.89 Following that addition, organizers of the Games 
modified the structure of these activities to align it with other events, as evidenced by the 
inclusion of non-Indigenous elements (such as an emphasis on “victory,” the use of medals 
as markers of distinction, adherence to predetermined schedules, and the establishment of 
records).90 Arctic sports have strong parallels with modern sports, as many of these activities 
necessitate the mastery of difficult technical skills.91 For example, in the Alaskan high kick, 
competitors hit a target with one foot while holding the other foot and keeping balance with one 
hand, which takes specialized training (figure 13).
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Figure 13. Alaskan high kick at the 2023 Arctic Winter Games. Photographs by Elina Bertet.

Participants in Arctic sports expressed fewer performance-related objectives (44.44 percent) 
than participants in contemporary sports (50.36 percent). Interestingly, these Arctic sports 
participants also formulated more relational goals (23.61 percent) than participants in non-
native sports (17.43 percent) and even Dene games (17.86 percent).92 The relational dimension is 
important for Arctic sports participants, as it notably involves sociability with other people (new 
friends, new players, and people from other communities, for example, were mentioned) and 
encouragement from teammates. Indeed, one thirty-one-year-old Arctic sports participant from 
Alaska explained that he would like to “foster relationships with fellow athletes to strengthen the 
community of Arctic Sports.”93 Perhaps he was underlining the desire to celebrate, maintain, and 
sustain these Inuit practices through exchanges.

This is consistent with our observations, where the exchange dimension seems to mitigate the 
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performance aspect embodied in Arctic sports. In the running of this discipline, Arctic sports 
are characterized by a distancing from agonistic logics. Even if the dimension of records is 
important to these participants, cooperation and various interactions between coaches and 
athletes are present even when the athletes are performing. This is what the sports sociologist 
Michael Heine observed when he explained that “this self-contained demonstration of 
athletic accomplishment is temporarily interrupted by competing athletes, coaches from all 
participating teams, and even elders, all of whom volunteer advice on how to improve a given 
skill execution.”94 The practice of these sports, notably in school settings, encourages the 
appreciation of others’ skills, fair play, and a jovial spirit of competition.95

At the 2023 games, notable instances were witnessed where athletes extended support, 
guidance, and motivation to their fellow competitors. For example, following an unsuccessful 
attempt at the one-foot high kick by an athlete from Nunavik, an athlete from Alaska 
demonstrated a technique to assist her. Likewise, after an athlete from the Northwest 
Territories executed a successful attempt, she shared smiles and handshakes with an athlete 
from Greenland. A thirty-one-year-old Arctic sports participant from the Northwest Territories 
explained, “Coming together and the camaraderie amongst ‘competitors’ is the best of all,” 
showing that a cooperative frame of reference that fits with how Inuit traditional games 
are played is also important.96 Reflecting Fournier’s advice to refrain from seeing traditional 
sports as opposed to modern sports but rather as complementary, it becomes apparent that 
traditional games adapt to address contemporary needs and realities while maintaining their 
traditional heritage.97

Consequently, Arctic sports appear to be culturally hybrid activities: competition is the main 
object of athletes’ commitment, but it implies the leveling of statuses and hierarchies (between 
coaches, referees, participants), just as it integrates strongly cooperative logics. In other words, 
while Arctic sports borrow many features from modern competition and sportsmanship, they 
are distinguished by the collective construction of individual performance, a process that 
tends to downplay personal achievement in favor of a sharing of cultural resources whose 
apparent gratuity is reminiscent of the logics of giving and spending that characterize the 
festivity. This form of sharing evokes “the potlatch,” a form of exchange practiced among 
certain peoples of Alaska and British Columbia. Potlatch is characterized by the gathering of 
tribes, clans, families, and even nations, which generates tension and excitement. Participants 
simultaneously foster camaraderie, remain somewhat estranged from each other, and 
communicate while also engaging in opposition.98

Another aspect we observed is that, compared to other sports, the distinction between the 
teams taking part in Dene games and Arctic sports is not as evident. The construction of 
a sporting culture specific to these disciplines is reflected in the athletes’ outfits: contrary 
to the customs and even formal rules of modern competition, athletes are free to wear an 
outfit of their choosing, some opting for jerseys in the colors of their delegation, while many 
others dressed in their own personal outfits. The identification of teams, regions, and nations 
is discreet, if not absent, leading uninformed observers to think that they may be attending a 
simple training session. The absence of uniformity in the participants’ clothes may underscore 
a different approach to competition where the distinction between competing teams does 
not appear as relevant. Finally, while the participants regularly assemble by delegation around 
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the practice fields, the various breaks in the day also present an opportunity for meetings and 
individual exchanges between athletes who, a few minutes later, will be competing against each 
other.

Arctic sports and Dene games foster a sense of community among participants that echoes 
the intimate and communal nature of pre-sportified traditional festivities.99 As suggested by 
a recent study of Indigenous youth aged fourteen to eighteen from the Northwest Territories, 
participating at the annual Traditional Games Championship of the region with Dene and Inuit 
games, traditional games can enhance the sporting experiences through important social and 
cultural dimensions. They foster cultural pride by imparting teachings, stories, and cultural 
protocols, thereby ensuring the knowledge and continuity of these practices.100 Every time these 
games are played, they are a celebration of culture, traditions, and community values. At the 
Arctic Winter Games, while spectators are present to observe these two disciplines, they are 
rarely engaged by the athletes and participants and sometimes even forgotten entirely during 
intense hand games sessions (organizers are often compelled to remind those on the playing 
field to step aside and allow the audience to watch the performances). Distant from the logic 
of sports spectacle and even festive events, which may often try to entertain or actively involve 
spectators, Arctic sports and Dene games stand apart from other disciplines at the Games 
due to their communal and experiential nature. Just as a celebration cannot be produced 
without being intimately experienced, these elements primarily revolve around and for groups of 
practitioners rather than spectators.

Conclusion

Festivity is neither merely an added-on dimension of the Arctic Winter Games, nor is it solely 
associated with the cultural aspect of the program, nor is it an activity exclusively reserved for 
spectators who gather around the peripheral animation events. It is an integral part of the event 
as experienced daily by the participants. It asserts itself within informal relationships fostered 
by a gathering that, due to its occasionally amateur nature but primarily its ability to challenge 
prevailing norms of sportsmanship, encourages meetings, interactions, and exchanges—all 
essential elements for the development of a socializing experience, which, according to athletes, 
is characteristic of the Arctic Winter Games. The relative streamlining of the Games facilitates 
the establishment of fluid and open relationships and promotes the emergence of festive 
aspects for the young participants. This is further embraced by the organizing committee, as it 
reflects the political objectives of an event focused on welcoming young athletes who represent 
the diversity of Arctic populations. Prior to being the finest athletes in their respective disciplines 
and generations, the participants are ambassadors of the North and the Arctic.

Festive and cultural dimensions coexist alongside sporting logics during the numerous 
moments of free time available to participants. The Arctic Winter Games can thus be 
predominantly perceived as a sporting event that allows youth from Arctic regions to experience 
ways of being together and live moments of sociability and exchanges. The Games deviate 
from the norms of a number of other global sporting events and belong to those occasions that 
contribute to questioning, and even challenging, the dominant competitive sporting model of 
today. The importance underscored in this study regarding the youth’s experience at the Games 
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and the ways they celebrate can be regarded as one of the components of the legacy left by 
sporting events on territories and populations, an area of growing research interest.101 In other 
words, the festive aspects, in addition to the competitive ones, represent the imprint that an event 
can leave on participants and their perceptions in the long term.
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Appendix 1: Example of an Observation Grid for Dene Games

Activities observed: type and context of the 
activity (training, warm-up, demonstration, 
competition...), place and duration, weather 
conditions, etc.

Obs. 6: Dene Games:

At Macdonald Island Park, on Wednesday, 
January 2, 2023, in a large hall next to 
the Arctic sports hall, the hand games 
competitions take place between Alaska, 
Alberta North, Greenland, Northwest 
Territories, Nunavik, Nunavut, and Yukon 
for the men, and the same teams without 
Greenland for the women.

Environment and configuration of the site: 
indoor/outdoor, open-air/urban, open-air/
equipped, facilities and infrastructures already 
existing or developed for the Arctic Winter 
Games, reception of participants, reception of 
the public.

The configuration of the hall is pretty much 
the same as for Arctic sports: there are round 
tables to the side with chairs, there are raised 
bleachers overlooking the hall, in the middle 
is the competition area, and at the back of 
the hall is a table for the officials. Behind the 
officials’ table is a tepee. In the competition 
area are chairs, mainly for the musicians, and 
tatami mats.

Audiences present: attendance levels, 
typology, distribution, placements. 
Identification of participants, officials, 
coaches, and accompanying persons. 
Interactions between participants, and 
between audiences and participants. 
Proximity of participants and audience, rules, 
conditions of circulation and accessibility 
within the sites (formal, informal, absent).

The audience in the hall is standing very 
close to the competition area. You can see a 
dozen officials in their black and blue outfits 
and a dozen volunteers in green and black. In 
addition, there’s a bleacher in the competition 
area where a few people are seated. In 
the audience on the bleachers outside the 
competition area, there are a lot of children 
who probably come here with their schools, 
as well as families with children, officials, 
volunteers, and other people.

Information available on the site: signage, 
programs, posters, flyers, audio material. 
Objects, contents, and themes of the 
information.

Volunteers at the entrance control access. At 
the entrance there’s a “Dene Games” board.

Site activities: speaker, music, para-sport 
activities (initiations, demonstrations). What 
target audience, content, languages, etc.?

Musicians play drums, and shouts are heard to 
accompany them. A microphone announces 
the two concurrent teams.
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General atmosphere: formal/informal 
organization, importance of competition/
sportivization, expression of emotions and 
feelings, type of prevailing atmosphere 
(indifferent, peaceful, confrontational, 
committed, supportive, good-natured, 
complicit, etc.).

The prevailing atmosphere is convivial: 
athletes on their knees and the public in the 
hall are closely grouped, hopping, dancing.

Identification of the participants: do they 
wear clothes that show belonging to a sport 
or nation? Are they the same every time? Are 
they different for athletes on the same team? 
Special sports accessories and equipment? 
Presence of banners or flags according to a 
particular affiliation? Are they the same each 
time?

The participants’ outfits are not uniform 
among the participants and do not all reflect a 
particular belonging:

In the Northwest Territories men’s team, some 
have a T-shirt or sweater with the inscription 
“team NT” but another has a plain gray 
sweater, some have makeup with “NT” on the 
cheek or lines of paint on the face.

In the Alberta North men’s team, some have 
a T-shirt or sweater with the inscription “team 
Alberta North,” another has a plain gray T-shirt, 
some have makeup with blue and white lines 
under the eyes and on the nose.

The NT women athletes have a T-shirt with 
“team NT” written on it, but they’re not the 
same T-shirts (one long-sleeved, one with 
“team NT” written in a smaller size, etc.).

Team Alaska women athletes have a navy blue 
T-shirt with “team Alaska” and a map of Alaska 
on the front, and “Dene Games” on the back, 
with characters performing the various Dene 
games.

Team Nunavut male athletes wear yellow 
T-shirts with “Dene Games” on the front and 
“Team Nunavut” on the back.

Some athletes wear caps.
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Participants’ behavior (1):

Environmental choices: do participants 
stay alone or as a group (athletes, family, 
community, coaches, others)? Do they place 
themselves in the practice areas or outside? 

Organization/planning: how do athletes 
organize themselves in their sports practices? 
Do they warm up a lot? Do they practice a lot 
outside of competition time? Are they guided 
by coaches or not?

In the competition area there are two 
groupings for two hand games competitions 
(one for men’s teams, one for girls’ teams). 
Athletes can be seen jumping, dancing, and 
clapping to the rhythm of the Dene drums. 
Some athletes film or take photos of the 
athletes competing.

Behaviors (2): 

Atmosphere: performance and competitive 
behaviors? Importance of medals, results, 
rankings? Importance of interactions? 
Stakeholders and objects of interactions? 

Encouragement and support: do parents, 
family, teammates, coaches, other adults 
encourage or send words of confidence 
about the sport or exercise? Attention 
and comments related to the athlete’s 
performance? In general, is the behavior of 
athletes and the environment different for 
different activities (mainstream, Arctic, and 
Indigenous sports)?

The atmosphere is all about play: the 
competitors play with their facial expressions 
(grimaces, smiles, dark looks) and shout. As 
much as the athletes, the musicians and the 
audience in the room try to find out where 
the objects are hidden. The judges control 
the game, observe the expressions of the 
participants, some jump to the rhythm of the 
drums and award points (put small sticks in 
front of the winning team). Some coaches 
stand next to the teams and observe.

During discussions with Dene games officials, 
they explain that they see hand games as a 
sport inspired by traditional Dene practices 
(fishing, hunting, hand games for betting 
objects, etc.). For them, whoever is the best 
at the games is the best in practice, and there 
is an emphasis on “performance.” They do 
feel, however, that there is a difference in 
practice at the Arctic Winter Games and when 
they are with their families: here, participants 
are judged, and there are four of them per 
team, whereas there may be six or more at 
other events or at home. There is also the 
international aspect to the Arctic Winter 
Games, which enables these practices to be 
visible and passed on.
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Behaviors (3): Are we proud of the athlete? 
Are there any interventions by coaches or 
athletes toward other delegations? Are these 
interventions prepared or spontaneous? 

Visibility: do participants take photos? Do they 
share their achievements on the networks?

The athletes seem driven and supported by 
the music, dancing and jumping. The coaches 
don’t seem to be able to intervene in the game, 
but some are positioned next to the teams, 
observing and applauding. There are lots of 
people (volunteers, athletes, families, etc.) 
around the games, filming and taking photos.

Participants’ emotions: 

Negative: negative effect in response to 
undesirable outcomes in a sport role and 
space? Does the participant appear upset 
if something prevents planned sports or 
exercises? Do they appear depressed when 
they perform poorly in sports? 

Positive: positive effect in response to 
favorable results in a sport role and space? 
Does the participant show joy? Does he or 
she appear rather enthusiastic or at least 
satisfied? Does the expression of emotions 
differ between activities (mainstream sports, 
Arctic sports, and Indigenous sports)?

The athletes are very expressive and play 
with this a lot: for example, when the men’s 
Northwest Territories team traps the Alberta 
North team (they are designated even though 
they don’t have the object), they show pride, 
shout, and jump with greater amplitude, but 
when they have been designated and have the 
object, they lower their heads and almost stop 
jumping. The same thing is observed among 
the women between the NT and Alaska teams, 
but perhaps with a little less expressiveness 
and energy.

Emotions of the audience: 

Does the audience participate in the general 
atmosphere and show their presence 
and support? Does the audience interact 
with the sports performance, positively or 
negatively? Does the audience encourage all 
participants equally? Does the audience give 
expert opinions? Does the audience use the 
“classic” registers of sports support? If not, 
what modes of expression are used? Do the 
expressions of emotions differ according to 
the activities (classic sports, Arctic sports, and 
Indigenous sports)?

The audience in the hall contributes to the 
general atmosphere and shows its presence 
and support by applauding, jumping, dancing, 
exclaiming, etc. There are lots of people 
(volunteers, athletes, families, etc.) around 
the games, filming and taking photos. The 
audience in the bleachers applauds, jumps, 
dances.
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Appendix 2: Interview Guide

Start of interview:

Go through the consent form and answer their questions. 

Give them a copy of the consent form if they want one.

Interview guide youth participants:

How have you liked the Arctic Winter Games so far? Why?

What do you like the most about the Arctic Winter Games? Why?

What should change at the Arctic Winter Games to make them better? Why?

Why did you want to participate in the Arctic Winter Games this year?

• Was it your idea? Why?

• Or, if you were encouraged or recruited, by whom? 

• And why did you accept?

Are you an athlete or an artistic/cultural performer?

• What sport/art are you participating in at the Games?

• How long have you been practicing this sport/art?

• Would you like to continue in this sport/art? Why?

• How would you describe yourself as an athlete/artistic performer?

• What is the place of this sport/art in your life?

• Would you define yourself as an athlete/artistic performer? How? Why?

How old are you?

Is this your first time at the Arctic Winter Games?

Describe the Arctic Winter Games in your own words. 

• What are the goals of the Arctic Winter Games?

• What are their values?

https://doi.org/10.33823/jfs.2024.6.1.200


102Journal of Festive Studies, Vol. 6, 2024, 70—105. https://doi.org/10.33823/jfs.2024.6.1.200.

Who comes to the Arctic Winter Games?

• Who are they?

• How would you describe the organizers and volunteers?

• How would you describe the participants?How would you describe the people who are 
involved in one way or another with the Arctic Winter Games (as a collective or as a 
community)?

Excerpts from the International Committee’s website:

“The Games provide an opportunity to strengthen sport development in the participants’ 
jurisdictions, to promote the benefits of sport, to build partnerships, and to promote culture 
and values. The Games celebrate sport, social exchange and cultures. The Games provide an 
opportunity for the developing athlete to compete in friendly competition while sharing cultural 
values from northern regions around the world.

Arctic Winter Games brings our Circumpolar World closer together. Strengthening and 
showcasing our communities and providing our young people an International Games 
opportunity to participate, showcase their talent and share in the joy of Sport.”

From your experience and/or knowledge of the Arctic Winter Games so far, in what ways are the 
Games promoting the cultures from northern regions around the world?

• Have you experienced this at the Games? 

• How was it? 

• Do you think it is relevant and important to foster exchange and shared cultural values 
among northern people at the Arctic Winter Games? 

• What are these shared cultural values of northern people?

• Do you find that the Games contribute to strengthening northern communities? How?

• Do you think that the Games should do more to strengthen northern communities? Why?

From your experience and/or knowledge of the Arctic Winter Games so far, in what ways are the 
Games promoting environmental sustainability?

• Have you experienced this at the Games? When? How?

• Do you think it is relevant and important to adopt sustainable practices at the Games? Why?

How would you describe yourself in terms of “sense of belonging”?
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• What community do you feel the most attached to (cultural group, town/city, Indigenous 
people/nation)? Why?

Would you say that the Arctic Winter Games create a sense of belonging to the Arctic or to the 
North? How? Why?

How would you say it plays a role in how you identify yourself? Why? Do you see yourself as a 
northerner or someone from the Arctic?

Should the Games play a role in the preservation of Arctic nature/landscape?

Would you say that the Arctic Winter Games create a sense of belonging to the Arctic or to the 
northern nature/land? How? Why?

Do you think that environmental sustainability has a different or particular relevance for northern 
regions and communities? Why?

• Do you think that the Games should do more to protect the northern environment? Why?

Here is some paper, a pencil and a clipboard—could you draw:

• How you see yourself as someone from the Arctic or the North, or

• How you view the Arctic or the North (cultures/communities and/or nature/environment), or 

• How you view the Arctic Winter Games as an event specific to the Arctic or the North 
(cultures/communities and/or nature/environment)? 
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