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Constructing Fairness: The Evolution and Effects of
Pigeon Oceanic Racing in Taiwan

Yu-ju Chien

Department of Sociology, National Taiwan University

Ya-ching Huang

Department of Sociology, National Taiwan University

This article explains the evolution of the unique pigeon oceanic racing
in Taiwan by investigating racers’ shared values, winning strategies, and
social interactions. Taiwan pigeon racing is known as the toughest race in
the world. In this so-called “Five-Race Championship,” juvenile pigeons
have to fly over the open ocean more than five times, if they survive fierce
winds and unpredictable weather. Regardless of a young bird’s competition
records, its racing career finishes in one season. Prize money and associated
illegal betting can add up to millions of NT dollars per race. Racers are
enchanted by the enormous challenges and rewards. Previous literature
tends to suggest that pigeon racers are driven by either personal affection for
animals or irrational beliefs in gambling. These individualistic explanations
fail to recognize how institutional regulations and social networks hold this
racing/gambling industry together. By analyzing archival data, interviewing
racers, and observing pigeon bids, we find that Taiwanese pigeon-racing
rules gradually evolved to reinforce racers’ shared sense of fairness. Pigeon-
racing clubs adopted complicated gambling rules, young bird races, tough
oceanic racing, and rigorous anti-cheating methods to prevent dishonesty,
kidnappings, and other unfair practices. Most racers believe that these tough
competitions, though increasing uncertainty, ensure everyone a fair chance

of winning. Although most racers recognize that people with greater
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economic capital and experiences are advantaged, they admit that luck often
intervenes, which makes the races fairer. Racers develop various types of
tactical knowledge and cooperative strategies to manage risks. Their
collective belief in “fairness by chance” sustains this multibillion dollar
gambling industry. Social trust among participants may be undermined,
however, because racers tend to keep personal winning tactics a secret. This
research contributes to the underground economy literature by illustrating
how institutional rules, shared values, and social trust co-evolve through

gambling activities.

Keywords: pigeon racing, pigeon oceanic racing, underground economy,

gambling, social trust
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