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Introduction

In the past two decades, game studies has taken the consideration of games beyond a niche interest of a few scholars – most famously Johan Huizinga and Roger Caillois – into a growing and vibrant field of study. Much of its early work focused on the inevitable foundational questions of what is a game, what is play, what is the relationship between a player and the game, and enquiries of this sort. Later work has evolved along certain lines, with a number of clear trends emerging: for example, we see extensive research into representation in games. As a media form enjoyed by well over a billion people, how games depict political or social topics (e.g. Williams et al., 2009; Hong, 2015; Ruberg, 2019) is a vital and vibrant question for understanding how media consumption and production shape, and are shaped by, the contemporary world. We also see a strong strand of historical games work, interrogating game genres (Apperley, 2006; Arsenault, 2009), platforms and innovations (Wolf, 2008; Arsenault, 2017; Švelch, 2018), alongside much else. Another strand, in which I and many others work, emphasizes political economy and the broader ecosystems of gameplay. The digital games industry is now worth more than both cinema and music combined (Hoggins, 2019). Games have become interwoven with global capital (Dyer-Witheford and De Peuter, 2009) and even military technology (Crogan, 2011), while the sector itself is increasingly seeing calls for unionization (Weststar and Legault, 2019) in the face of often punishing work practices (Schreier, 2018) and little job security (Colwill, 2019). These factors generate inevitable profound questions surrounding labour, economics, game production and money. Yet despite the extensive literature on most of these areas, one of the most noticeable gaps in the game studies canon is the role of money in play. Much has been written about issues that surround money, while the integration of money itself into game studies remains elusive. It is this money gap which the present volume seeks to contribute, in some small way, to opening up for wider debate.

There are few research projects in game studies which have tried to seriously interrogate this area up to now. Lots of games research marginally addresses money, such as studies of game purchasing patterns (Liu, 2010; Bounie et al., 2015), examinations of ‘microtransactions’ – small amounts of money which give players access to new virtual goods in digital games (Park and Lee, 2011; Evers, Van de Ven and Weeda, 2015; Švelch, 2017) – and work on professional gaming careers (Taylor, 2012; Borowy, 2013). Money is of course inevitably implicated in these studies of so-called ‘esports’, although this has almost never been the focus. Some of my own work (Johnson and Woodcock, 2019; Johnson and Luo, 2017; Johnson, 2018a; Abarbanel and Johnson, 2018a) has also explored some of the effects of entangling money with one’s play, but it remains a niche topic in the field. Yet money is fundamentally imbricated in play: it costs money to buy most games or buy the material infrastructure required to play them; it costs money to play games where one rents equipment, for example; it costs money to have the internet and play games online; it costs money to buy additional content in many digital games; and perhaps most obviously, many games both analogue and digital entail some aspect of wagering. Money is thus essential to the broader ecosystems of play beyond the traditional magic circle (Consalvo, 2009; Lehdonvirta, 2005), but perhaps most visible when we move outside of digital games and back into their analogue cousins and progenitors.

A field which has not been shy to consider the relationship between play and money, however, is that of ‘gambling studies’. Gambling studies scholars have looked closely at topics including gambling addiction, the psychology of making gambling choices, cognitive biases relevant to gambling and other ‘vices’ understood as being often entangled with gambling play or inclination. However, gambling studies approaches these questions from a perspective rooted in pathology, psychology and, more broadly, psychological and biological sciences (Reith, 2007; Young, 2013). The act of gambling is almost exclusively presented as a single, personal choice, and one devoid of any societal or cultural dimensions. The recent movement in more ‘critical gambling studies’ (e.g. Cassidy, 2002; Nicoll, 2007, Schüll, 2014; Livingstone et al., 2018) has begun to challenge this sense, but the field remains dominated by quantitative studies of large numbers of gamblers, rather than qualitative (or mixed-methods) studies of the deep complexities and entanglements present between gambling and many other areas of life. Critically engaged studies of gambling and its intersections with sports, entertainment, social identities, indigenous gaming, race, popular culture, technology, government and law, gender, aesthetics, data, communities – and so forth – are hard 
to come by.

As such, game studies offers us nuanced and complex appraisals of games and gameplay, but is almost completely uninterested in the role of money; gambling studies gives more weight to the monetary dimensions of play, but offers few studies of a critical nature. Prior to the growth of gambling-esque systems in or around digital games in recent years (Macey and Hamari, 2019), the two fields also remained entirely uninterested in mutual conversance, outside of the smallest handful of scholars making these connections. Although more research is needed to trace the evolution of these two disciplines which – in a different universe – might have been close cousins, I suspect some immediate hypotheses to explain this separation can be put forward.

Game studies, seeking legitimation both as a discipline and in the objects of its study, has been disinclined to court a discipline concerned with what is often viewed as a dubious or undesirable practice, while gambling studies has not, to date, seen any need to engage with digital games (the largest and most visible part of game studies), nor much inclination to pursue critical research that doesn’t bring with it the social status, funding and opportunities that more ‘direct’ and supposedly ‘scientific’ gambling work tends to (cf. Adams, 2011; Cassidy, 2014). What this means is that we have a gap, into which would fit research applying the tools and perspectives used by game studies (and of course, many other disciplines) to the study of games in which money is at stake and unpredictability is rife (Johnson, 2018b).

This collection is therefore designed to showcase some of the diversity of work on card, casino and betting games from largely outside the traditional disciplinary confines of ‘gambling studies’, and in a manner far more akin to that of game studies. Studying card games, casino games and other betting games is a way to highlight more fully the role of money in play – its complications, its entanglements and its diverse manifestations across different historical and cultural contexts.

These complications and entanglements are extremely diverse, and extend far beyond the psychologies of individuals – or their condemnation. In this volume we will range across thousands of years, many continents, many different games and every kind of player, all of which should leave a deep and lasting impression upon the reader regarding both the macro-scale structuring, and the individual experiences, of real-money gameplay. It also brings a range of different methodologies and epistemologies to play in attempting to understand real-money playing phenomena, and shows the range of ways these practices can be studied. In turn, the attendant diversity of voices coming together to address games will, I believe, be one of the strongest, and most lasting, benefits of this volume – and the others planned for the future of this series.

Following are short abstracts, or outlines of the volume’s chapters, and their categorization into six areas: Foundations, Poker, Money and Class, Casino Cities, Spaces and Times and Cinema, Art, Literature, and Culture. After these scholarly chapters, we then conclude with a short think piece by a professional working in the field: this will help present us with a sense of what is happening in these areas beyond the academy and ‘on the ground’. In total, the work consequently offers twenty-four chapters of study, reflection and analysis on card, casino and betting games from around the world, which help us to problematize the relationship between money and play in ways as distinctive as they are diverse. To wit:

The chapters

Foundations

Jim Cosgrave begins the book by examining the status of gambling games within wider culture, and how significant they have become in the late capitalist cultural milieu. Noting that sociologists of play such as Johan Huizinga and Roger Caillois have looked at the cultural relevance of games of unpredictability, he proposes that the specific role of money in these games deserves greater attention, given its centrality to modern life and the concurrent expansion of gambling opportunities around the world in recent decades. His chapter draws on the theorizations of these scholars, as well as the work of Goffman, in understanding how play with money can unsettle existing categories such as boundaries between work and play.

David Schwartz’s chapter then invites us to consider the skills of game in games which contain skill, as well as the unpredictability inherent in card, casino and other betting games. He shows how contemporary societies tend to sharply delineate games of chance and skill, and the regulatory or legal complexities and justifications for these processes. However, as Schwartz demonstrates, this separation is a very new distinction: by subsequently tracing the emergence of ‘gambling’ through different sorts of contests, he shows how the emergence of mercantile gambling pushed the conception of ‘gambling’ – as a form of play – evermore towards concepts of unpredictability rather than concepts of skill. He concludes by looking more closely at the skill involved in various games, including the newly emerging daily fantasy sports.

Poker

The second part of the book addresses poker, a central game for a critical assessment of gambling. Alex Kupfer’s chapter focuses on the famous World Series of Poker (WSOP), and how the events, their broadcast and their advertising regimes have produced cultural memory for particular visions of the game and Las Vegas’ past. He studies the World Series’ presence on ESPN, the growth of televised poker, and situates these in the contexts of televised sports and their effects on creating forms of history that are acceptable to corporations or institutions. Television thus shapes gaming culture, and Kupfer’s chapter offers an incisive and original examination of this process.

Continuing with the exploration of the ‘poker imaginary’, Paul Wake then approaches the game in terms of storytelling. His chapter examines the links between fiction and poker, in terms of both the construction of alternate realities through the ‘bluff’ and the act of reading by players looking to decipher the possibilities of the game. Drawing on possible worlds theory and narrative theory, Wake examines the links between fictionality and poker, especially as central parts of the genres of romance and mystery. The chapter concludes by turning its attention to a pair of novels specifically focused on these connections, which are Don DeLillo’s Falling Man: A Novel (2007) and Michael Ondaatje’s Divisadero (2007) – Wake shows how the mechanics of poker they depict help to explain their complex narratives.

To conclude our examinations of poker, the book then turns to Daniell
e Seid’s chapter, which examines representations of poker play on television. Noting that Hollywood has often used poker to depict dramatic struggles between male protagonists – by focusing on risk, high stakes and possible criminal activity – depictions of poker in a sitcoms context stress the domestic and the familiar, and thus disrupting expectations of both gender and play. Sitcom representations of poker are thus assessed through gender studies and media studies lenses, in particular those from I Love Lucy (1951–9), Living Single (1993–8) and Roseanne (1988–97). She argues that male homosocial poker – especially its rules and strategies and their deployment – sheds light on existing dominant gender conventions and roles within American culture.

Money and class

The next part of the book considers the intersections between concepts of money and class within games of gambling. Joyce Goggin opens this section by looking at relationships between card games, finance and banking, ranging from the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries, and across England, the Dutch Republic and Europe more broadly. She looks at a range of topics, including how the introduction of cards into Europe was connected to new kinds of numeric literary, and how later shifts in the relationship between finance and cards make clearer their relationships to wider economies. In doing so, card games helped to normalize the practices of the emerging markets in which they were popular, and thus had a significant effect on the history of Europe.

The next three chapters then address particular geographical-cultural contexts in which relationships between money and class in a gambling context play out. First, Graham Taylor’s chapter looks at gambling’s role in the development, and subsequent reproduction, of working-class cultural and communities within nineteenth- and twentieth-century Britain. The focus is on ‘pitch and toss’, played secretly on the wastelands of industrial districts in this period. Played for sometimes quite substantial stakes, and able to attract large crowds, this contributed to a hidden working-class subculture – including the emergence of criminal gangs – which was seen to potentially undermine more ‘legitimate’ working-class communities. In doing so, Taylor also examines attempts to control play by religion, social movements and the law, as well as the broader links between gambling, poverty and labour.

Thomas Malaby’s chapter then shifts our attention to Greece and the relationship between gambling and the self. Drawing on literature studying the ‘patterned’ or ‘continuous’ selves, Malaby looks closely at the phenomena surrounding New Year’s Eve gambling in Greece. He outlines the presence of heavy gambling in so-called ‘pop-up’ casinos, where poor luck is entangled with reputation and past play, while other forms of gambling can bring rapid wins or losses and thus offer constant change. Malaby’s work, drawing on ethnographic work in Crete over seven years between 1994 and 2002, gives us insight into a highly distinctive cultural context of gambling play, and how gambling is entangled with self-image, and one’s image in an immediate peer group.

To conclude this section, Ian Helfant’s chapter considers high-stakes gambling in the last century of Imperial Russia. Russian nobleman in the last century of the empire played for vast fortunes at games such as Faro and Bank, often leading to their ruin or contests with far more skilled and ruthless players than themselves. In turn, such activities were interwoven with gentry identities, a disdain for money and a commitment to ‘debts of honor’, which offered behavioural patterns easily exploited by those with the ability. Helfant explores these factors, their evolution over the nineteenth century and how these were reflected in the works of some of Russia’s most famous ‘writer-gamblers’ – Pushkin, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky – who gambled heavily and gave gambling a central role in some of their literary works, making this part of Russian history an incisive study into the lives of gambling players.

Casino cities

The fourth part of the book addresses the relationship between gambling and cities, urban environments, and urban geography. We open with Robert Miller’s chapter, which looks at the role of roulette in the social class and leisure habits of late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century holidaymakers from Europe and North America. Monte Carlo offered a monopoly on the game, and the sense of sophistication and culture around the game gradually turned it into the continent’s leading leisure destination for the wealthy classes. Miller therefore argues that examining specific kinds of leisure offers insight into the connections between social class, casino tourism and specific cities. He shows how a close connection between roulette and Monte Carlo was cultivated by the involved actors, and how roulette play served to both generate and reinforce social distinctions in the era.

Paul Franke’s chapter keeps us in Monte Carlo, but instead looks at the city from a perspective focused on consumption and urban history, to understand how the possibility of gambling in the city was produced, and consumed. He looks at Monte Carlo’s expansion and emergence as both an urban space and a space of consumption, looking in both cases to study how meaning developed and evolved over time. A particular ‘atmosphere’ of gambling was thus produced through the games played, the spaces games were played in and the associations of both these in the minds of players, cultivated by those with interests in the success of the casinos. Franke does so drawing on a range of sources, including archives, newspaper articles and travel groups, which combine with the previous chapter to present us with a comprehensive image of Monte Carlo’s role in gambling history and culture.

We then shift to considering Macau, arguably in many ways the ‘modern Monaco’ for the high- stakes socially-mobile international gambler. Xavier Paules looks at the trends in European and North American casinos to increasingly replace croupiers with machines, whereas in Macau this is not the case. The dominance of baccarat remains, and players insist on having some kind of access to a physical croupier. To achieve this, while also maximizing the number of players who can take part, Macanese casinos have implemented a system called ‘live baccarat’, where a croupier makes the draw which is broadcast to the computers of players. Paulès’ chapter is the first to examine the historical emergence of this unusual physical-digital game, and thus highlights a highly distinctive set of interrelations between culture, technology and gambling innovation.

Finishing off our focused look at cities of gambling, Marta Soligo’s chapter looks at how the long history of Venice as a space for gambling attracts people to the city and how this is interwoven with Venice as a space of cultural heritage. Using concepts from heritage studies, such as UNESCO concepts of ‘intangible’ heritage and ‘tangible’ heritage, her chapter examines how c
asinos, and the social groups who engaged in their play, have influenced Venice’s historical and contemporary urban structure. She unpacks how Venetian gambling traditions intersect with tourism to now attract both international and domestic visitors to the city, and thus offers us another glimpse at a distinct city of gambling play.

Spaces and times

This fifth part looks at how gambling plays out in different spatial, and to a lesser extent temporal, contexts. To begin with, Laurie Arnold’s chapter focuses on the Indigenous peoples of the pre-colonial Columbia Plateau and their gambling on activities such as foot or horse races, as well as hand games, where the spirit power of individuals was understood to wax and wane in keeping with their success in wagering. More recently, the US court recognition that indigenous sovereignty is connected to contemporary Indian casinos points to a cultural persistence of gambling activities and ethics, which Arnold examines. She shows how indigenous American gambling in the modern day has emerged from ancient traditions, and thereby sets a cultural and historical context for contemporary casinos.

Keiji Amano and Geoffrey Rockwell then turn our attention to pachinko, and the cultural context of gambling or gambling-esque play in Japan. They begin by introducing the distinctly Japanese game of pachinko, a pinball-esque gambling form rarely found outside of the country – yet as they show, it dominates the economics of leisure in its native Japan. The chapter then focuses on an argument surrounding the importance of understanding the infrastructure of leisure activities such as pachinko, and what an examination of its infrastructure can show us about how game culture and pachinko have become interwoven. They focus particularly on recent changes in this infrastructure, from small halls to large neighbourhood parlours; and now, with the popularity of pachinko falling somewhat, they conclude by looking at the rise of new integrated resorts and how these might alter this cultural landscape.

Celeste Chamberland follows this by turning our attention to seventeenth-century England and the politics surrounding gambling and addiction in this era. She examines how gambling games were closely examined at the time, with moralists deploying language comparing real-money play to both physical and mental ailments; equally, these attitudes were complicated by emerging work in mathematics and economics. She examines how ideas of mental illness, reason and religion conflicted with ideas of manhood and addiction, and consequently argues that this combination of factors were vital for the ‘proto-medicalization’ of addiction in this era.

Rex Rowley’s chapter then takes us to the United States, in which he looks beyond Las Vegas to examine the expansion of legalized gambling across the country since the late 1980s. Using mapping techniques alongside ethnographic observation at relevant sites, Rowley shows us the diffusion of gambling on this sort of scale, before then considering larger resorts that are more explicitly trying to echo their archetypal cousins in Nevada. In doing so, the chapter connects these cultural meanings, and their places, to changes in broader American culture and identity over the last fifty years.

Next, John Hunt’s chapter moves to Renaissance Italy, and the gambling of Italians on world events including promotions of cardinals, outcomes of major battles and even elections of new popes. He shows how this offered many Italians, even commoners, the chance to both be involved with and feel like they were involved with great events and political secrets. Popular opinion, politics and gambling were thus all intertwined in this context, and Hunt argues that this kind of wagering stood as an intersection between elite and popular culture. His chapter is consequently a fascinating – and rare – study of gambling in political events and, more broadly, the relationship between gambling, class and religion.

To conclude this section, Mathias Fuchs takes us to the roots of early lotteries in the 18th century, which transformed rapidly in terms of their legal status, popularity, economic impact, acceptability, and the extent to which they could be accessed by different social groups. His chapter argues that the 18th century transformed how lotteries have functioned since that time, and by looking at 18th century gambling policy Fuchs explores these changes and their influences from prohibition, legislation, and the monetisation of play.

Cinema, art, literature and culture

The final part examines the depictions of wagering games across a range of artistic media. Matias Karekallas’ chapter examines how cultural images of gambling are produced through popular music. Presenting a detailed study of lyrics and thematic elements in the work of many different singers and bands, he focuses particularly on the place-related ideas of gambling in this popular music, and its intersection with – and framing and presentation of – the activities of gambling and associated cultures. Karekallas also makes the return journey, and looks at how places might be constructed through ideas of gambling in popular music, and thus sheds light on the ambiguities in gambling, and the places of gambling. The chapter categorizes a number of core themes, such as agency and gender, and concludes by considering what makes popular music so effective at conveying these, and where such research might continue.

James Bank’s chapter then moves on to considering the cultural depictions of the ‘card sharp’. Noting how recognizable this figure is throughout gambling culture, media and folklore, he tracks depictions of these sorts of figures and the cultural associations they come with, from Renaissance artists to modern-day superhero characters. His chapter thus illustrates the ‘rehabilitation’ of this figure as gambling has become more acceptable across much of the Western world, and the concurrent shift from morally dubious activities to mainstream leisure. Banks argues that this mythic image of the card sharp is surprisingly integral to modern life, romanticizing many aspects of games in an increasingly sanitized and standardized world.

This section concludes with Catherine Russell’s chapter on depictions of women gamblers in cinema. She examines how gambling tables in Hollywood Westerns enabled strong female characters who could gain and maintain positions of authority in ‘frontier culture’. She focuses on Barbara Stanwyck’s films Gambling Lady (1934) and The Lady Gambles (1947), analysing her roles and their framing within the metaphorical centrality of gambling as an element of Manifest Destiny and capitalism. Just as supposedly anyone from any class can make it to the top, the same supposedly applies to women; she thus shows how class and gender are staked in depictions of gambling in these films, and how gambling can become a subversive – if playful – theme.

The insiders

We then finish with a short think piece from someone working within card and gambling spaces. Jeffrey Hwang presents a piece on the factors that affect the long-term survival, profitability and security of game ecosystems. He e
xamines this specifically in the case of poker (or the many different games that constitute ‘poker’) but his arguments apply equally to many different domains. Hwang’s piece sets out a range of detailed concerns for understanding how gambling games ebb and flow, and rise and fall, and how we must look outside both the actions of individuals – and the agendas or interests of major actors – if we are to understand these dynamics. Scholarship on gambling spaces, contexts, players, behaviours and histories are rich and valuable, yet this is also a space so rife with insider knowledge and culture – not to mention also being such a rapidly changing area of human life – that I think it important, in studying real-money gameplay, to always try to engage with those who “live” it, as well as those who study it. It is hence my hope this short essay will help to connect the past and present of games and gambling to their future, and in doing so perhaps stimulate new enquiries in these areas.

Conclusion

The twenty-three following chapters in this book offer us significant original insights into the play of card, casino and betting games. Across these chapters we travel to many different places, and almost every historical era, for which we have any kind of significant data about practices of card playing, casino attendance or betting on anything else that presents itself. We will look at wagering on papal elections and rooms housing dozens of computers broadcasting live images of real croupiers; we will examine how gambling shapes the performances of sitcoms and cinema, and the stories of literature and music; we will consider a range of other social factors entangled with gambling such as finance, class and selfhood; and we will show throughout this book how discourses of addiction and deviance do very little to truly explain the play of these sorts of games. The approach I took in selecting the chapters for this volume was deliberately interdisciplinary, and as the reader will note, many of the chapters could have potentially been placed within other categories. Nevertheless these groupings reflect distinctive thematic ways we can think about the entanglements of games and money, and emphasize how many other elements of social life gambling has been, is and always will be involved with. This work shows what can be done with a critical look at games involving unpredictability and money, and will hopefully encourage more research of this sort both within game studies, and from the diverse sorts of scholars arrayed here working outside of existing, and emerging, game studies intellectual traditions. I firmly believe that bringing casino, card and other betting games into the intellectual space of game studies matters – both for their own sake and for potential cross-pollination with other research agendas within the discipline and beyond – and it is my hope that this volume contributes to doing so.
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