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			Part I

			Context and Catalysts: How We Got Here

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Perfect Storm: COVID, Boredom, and the Birth of a Market

			“Every addiction begins as a solution to a problem.”

			—Johann Hari

			I have placed my last-ever bet—or at least I hope I have. More precisely, I have placed my last large online sports bet. The financial cost was annoying, but worse was the loss of purpose, the endless hours spent chasing excitement, the neglect of family, and the erosion of time itself. What began as a diversion turned into a trap.

			I love sport. I respect capitalism. I do not despise the companies—FanDuel, DraftKings, BetMGM—that made it so easy for me to gamble away my money. They were simply doing business. But business models can become dangerous when they meet frictionless technology and a captive population. During the COVID-19 pandemic, that is exactly what happened.

			Lockdown Economics

			When government policies confined millions of us indoors for months, the conditions for mass gambling were perfect. Professional sports resumed before much of the economy did, and suddenly every game was available live, in high definition, with instant mobile wagering at our fingertips.

			From March 2020 to mid-2021, most of the United States experienced unprecedented economic dislocation and enforced idleness. The lockdowns created unemployment but also a new kind of empty time: anxious, digitally connected, and looking for stimulation. “Boredom,” my therapist told me later, “is low-grade depression.” Gambling, I discovered, is a poor cure—it deepens the depression it tries to relieve.

			Collateral Global, a group of scholars assessing the costs of pandemic policies, estimated that global economic losses from lockdowns reached $17 trillion, with some of that damage traced to mental-health deterioration and addiction. The Centers for Disease Control recorded roughly one hundred thousand non-COVID excess deaths per year in 2020 and 2021, largely from overdoses, accidents, and suicides. Those grim numbers rarely enter discussions of public health “success.”

			Lockdowns, in short, created ideal laboratory conditions for a behavioral epidemic. Cheap credit, stimulus checks, and endless screen time combined with an unregulated digital betting ecosystem. Millions of men—and it was mainly men—confined and restless, began to gamble.

			A Habit Born of Technology and Isolation

			Before 2018, sports gambling was effectively illegal outside Nevada. After the Supreme Court struck down the federal ban (a story told in chapter 3), legal markets proliferated. When COVID arrived, that infrastructure—licensing, payment processing, data feeds—was already in place, awaiting the right spark.

			The spark was boredom. In that first pandemic spring, my household felt like a boring weekend, stretching to months. We streamed shows—movies, but also sports highlights on repeat—followed fantasy leagues, and, one evening, placed a tiny bet “for fun.” Within weeks I was betting daily. The smartphone turned what once required a smoky bookmaker’s shop into a single swipe: deposit, select, wager, refresh, repeat. The ease of access erased all sense of deliberation.

			Economists would call this a reduction in transaction costs. Psychologists would call it conditioning. Whatever the label, the design was irresistible: instant feedback, flashing graphics, the possibility of redemption after every loss. The same dopamine loops that made social media addictive now powered the modern sportsbook app.

			A Moral and Policy Puzzle

			Gambling has always existed in tension with moralism. The same society that celebrates entrepreneurial risk despises personal recklessness. The United States, proud of its capitalist dynamism, now hosts an industry whose profits depend on the statistical certainty that its customers lose. The question is not whether betting should exist—it always will—but how to contain its worst consequences without repeating the failures of prohibition.

			Experience from other markets offers warnings. When governments overtaxed tobacco, illicit smuggling flourished. When they banned flavored vaping, counterfeit products poured in. Gambling may follow the same path: Drive it underground, and you empower criminal intermediaries. Leave it unregulated, and you create a public-health crisis. The right answer lies between moral panic and laissez-faire neglect.

			Aaron Wildavsky, the great anthropologist and policy scholar, once wrote that “trial and error is better than trial without error.” Experimentation is preferable to condemnation and prohibition based on worst-case scenarios and elite smugness. America’s fifty-state patchwork of gambling laws, however messy, may yet reveal what works. Massachusetts experiments with deposit limits; New Jersey focuses on self-exclusion; Pennsylvania taxes heavily but regulates lightly. These variations are laboratories for learning—if policymakers are willing to look honestly at the results.

			The Cost of Enforced Idleness

			For many men, sports gambling during lockdown was not about greed but about restoring a sense of normal life: competition, prediction, mastery, connection. Yet the digital version delivered only an illusion of control. Losses multiplied invisibly through credit cards and digital wallets. Time collapsed into continuous play. The line between watching sport and participating blurred until they were indistinguishable.

			The social scientist in me sees this as a predictable market response to a policy shock. The human in me sees wreckage: families strained, savings depleted, and a new cohort of addicts produced not by vice but by boredom, sanctioned by technology.

			Where This Story Leads

			This book traces that trajectory—from the legal shifts that made online gambling possible, through the business models that made it irresistible, to the human consequences and policy responses now emerging. It asks how a free society should govern pleasure and risk in the digital age, and what lessons the gambling boom holds for future regulatory crises.

			If 2026 is to gambling what 1976 was to smoking, then we are on the cusp of a reckoning. My own small recovery is part of that story, but so are the data, the laws, the addicts, and the companies whose algorithms never sleep.

			Timing, as gamblers say, is everything.

			My Own Beginning

			Every risky habit starts with a single harmless act. Mine began long before smartphones or sports apps existed, when gambling meant cash, paper tickets, and a whiff of cigarette smoke. My first bet was placed for me by my great-aunt Monica, a jolly woman with a soft spot for horses and long shots. She introduced me to the Grand National, the longest and probably riskiest horse steeplechase there is. On my eleventh birthday in 1977 she walked me down to the local betting shop, ignored the curious looks at the boy in tow, and put a small flutter on Red Rum, the national hero who would win the race for a record third time that year. We collected our modest winnings in pound notes and stopped for fish and chips on the way home. I was hooked—not on the money, but on the ceremony of prediction and payoff.

			Two years later I backed the favorite, Alverton, who fell and died mid-race. While still young, I realized that an early winner doesn’t portend greatness. It was my first lesson that gambling, like life, can be painful and punishing. I told myself the loss was bad luck, but even at thirteen I understood the deeper seduction: the illusion that knowledge and loyalty could outwit chance.

			Through my teens I stayed a spectator, fascinated less by the thrill than by the economics. The odds chalked on boards outside betting shops were an application of probability theory, just as I began to study it formally. My family was probably split: some who considered gambling disreputable, others as a bit of fun, and for me as sports data with impact. When I left for university in London, the betting shops still looked like something out of a 1970s police drama—yellowed walls, old men, Racing Post on the counter. Think Slow Horses’ Jackson Lamb as a quintessential punter. I rarely went in. My arena was the pub quiz machine, an electronic cousin of Jeopardy.

			From 1990 to 1992, while studying and tending bar in Ealing, I discovered a machine called Adders and Ladders—a trivia game based on Snakes and Ladders. I realized that if I memorized every question, including the wrong answer the software mistakenly coded as correct, I could beat the machine. I’ve always been good at Trivial Pursuit. I like to think I’m reasonably smart, but it’s mainly that I have a great memory for facts. I didn’t work at it, I just won that part of the genetic lottery.

			I spent evenings with friends playing for fun while quietly compiling knowledge that allowed me to empty the machine of money. It felt like cleverness, not vice. Within months I was earning more from “gaming” than from serving drinks. When the machines were replaced with ones I couldn’t exploit, my short-lived career as a professional quiz-gambler ended. The experience left me with two insights that later research would confirm: First, gamblers remember wins far more vividly than losses; second, the smartest players are often the easiest marks because they confuse intellect with immunity.

			I spent some of the late 1990s abroad—notably in Hong Kong, where the Happy Valley racecourse turns most nights into carnivals of speculation. I was told that more money was bet every night in Happy Valley than at English racecourses, the only exception being Grand National day in England. In Hong Kong I saw gambling as civic ritual: bankers and taxi drivers alike waving betting slips as if they were stock certificates. It taught me that risk-taking isn’t confined to any class or culture; it’s a universal human feature, maybe bug. I also saw its darker side—the glassy stare of a man who’s already lost rent money before the third race.

			Back in Britain, gambling remained a sideshow. I studied for economics degrees in London and Cambridge; worked in the think tank world in London and Washington, DC, and wrote about markets; and congratulated myself on being a rational observer. Casinos struck me as tawdry, betting shops as depressing. My only wagers were the occasional World Cup pool or friendly golf match. The economist in me believed that information asymmetry made sustained winning impossible. What I didn’t see was that addiction doesn’t require optimism about winning—only fascination with the next chance.

			The combination of technology and isolation finally closed the loop. By the time smartphones made gambling frictionless, I had decades of analytical training, disposable income, and the misplaced confidence that I was too experienced to get trapped. Aunt Monica’s little flutter had evolved into an industry designed precisely for people like me: numerate, competitive, and certain that self-knowledge equals self-control.

			Looking back, I see continuity where I once saw coincidence. My first bet on Red Rum, the pub-quiz hustling, the fascination with markets—all were rehearsals for a future in which the line between analysis and addiction disappeared. Gambling spoke to the same part of me that loved research: pattern recognition, probabilistic reasoning, the search for an edge—making a connection before others did. The difference is that in academia, losing an argument refines your thinking; in gambling, it empties your account.

			When I later opened my first online sportsbook app during the COVID lockdowns, it felt nostalgic, almost innocent—a digital echo of Aunt Monica’s betting slip. Only this time the machine knew me better than I knew myself. What began as nostalgia became repetition. The same dopamine hit that lit up an eleven-year-old’s eyes now flickered through a phone screen.

			That is why I begin this book with confession as well as analysis. To understand the rise of gambling addiction, one must remember that every statistic starts with someone’s first winning ticket. Mine just happened to bear the name Red Rum.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			A Short History of American Gambling

			Every generation rediscovers gambling and tries to civilize it. The details—lotteries, horse tracks, slot machines, mobile apps—change; the tension between liberty and restraint does not. From the first colonial lotteries to today’s offshore crypto sportsbooks, Americans have alternated between moral condemnation and fiscal dependence. The story of gambling in the United States is therefore not just about vice; it is about governance, risk, and revenue.

			From Puritans to Patriots

			European settlers brought games of chance with them, along with ambivalence about their virtue.

			In Puritan New England, dice and cards were denounced from the pulpit; in Virginia and Maryland, lotteries financed roads, bridges, even churches. By the mid-eighteenth century the American colonies were awash in state-sanctioned draws. The Continental Congress itself ran lotteries to fund the Revolution, evidence that even revolutionaries were pragmatists when it came to revenue.

			Early gambling thus reflected the dual American inheritance: a Protestant suspicion of idleness paired with a frontier tolerance for risk. This uneasy compromise—moral skepticism, fiscal opportunism—would define policy for centuries.

			The Nineteenth-Century Backlash

			By the 1820s, corruption scandals in state lotteries produced the first great anti-gambling crusade. Religious reformers, civic groups, and newspapers railed against “moral rot.” One by one, legislatures outlawed lotteries and betting houses. When Congress passed the Anti-Lottery Act of 1890, it banned the interstate transport of tickets and advertisements, effectively nationalizing moral disapproval.

			Predictably, prohibition drove the business underground. Illegal “numbers” games flourished in growing cities; bookmakers operated out of bars and pool halls; organized crime discovered that gambling profits could fund everything else. The pattern—ban, drive underground, criminalize participants, enrich criminals—was set.

			The Great Depression and Nevada’s Experiment

			Economic collapse changed minds. In 1931, desperate for jobs and tax revenue, Nevada legalized casino gambling. What began as a local revenue measure became a social laboratory. Las Vegas—at first a dusty rail stop—grew into a national symbol of indulgence and reinvention. For decades the mob controlled the casinos; then, in 1959, the Nevada Gaming Control Act professionalized oversight and paved the way for corporate ownership. The “Sin City” brand became a paradoxical emblem of both vice and respectability: tightly regulated temptation.

			Nevada’s success made prohibition elsewhere look hypocritical. If the desert could host moral transgression safely, why not anywhere?

			The Lottery Revival and Tribal Sovereignty

			By the 1960s, fiscal pressure again softened moral resistance. New Hampshire launched the first modern state lottery in 1964, followed by a wave of imitators. Advertising reframed gambling as civic duty: “Play for Schools, Play for Roads.” Through the 1970s, states competed to offer larger jackpots and new games. Gambling revenue became a hidden tax—voluntary, regressive, and politically convenient.

			The next revolution came from Native American tribes asserting sovereign rights. The Indian Gaming Regulatory Act (IGRA) of 1988 confirmed that tribes could operate casinos on tribal land if the surrounding state allowed any form of gambling. Within a decade, hundreds of tribal facilities generated billions of dollars and transformed regional economies. Once again, a moral question had turned into a jurisdictional one: Who gets to tax and regulate the action?

			Federal Policing and the Offshore Frontier

			While states expanded legal gambling, Washington tried to contain its darker edges. The Federal Wire Act of 1961 targeted interstate sports betting run by organized crime; the RICO Act of 1970 attacked money-laundering and racketeering networks. These tools worked—too well. They froze sports betting in an uneasy limbo where it could thrive only in Nevada. Elsewhere, the same games migrated offshore, first by telephone, later by internet.

			By the late 1990s, Caribbean and Central American jurisdictions offered server space and legal immunity to online casinos courting US players. In 2006, Congress responded with the Unlawful Internet Gambling Enforcement Act (UIGEA), which prohibited banks from processing payments to unlicensed sites. The law hobbled some operators but did not extinguish demand. As always, Americans found ways around the barriers—prepaid cards, crypto wallets, and foreign intermediaries.

			2011: The Door Ajar

			In 2011, during the Obama Administration, the US Department of Justice quietly narrowed its interpretation of the Wire Act, declaring that it applied only to sports betting, not to poker or lotteries. That single memo unleashed a wave of state experimentation. New Jersey, Delaware, and Nevada legalized online poker; others followed with digital lotteries. Infrastructure—payment processors, identity verification, geofencing—was built to comply with state borders. These same systems later made mobile sports betting technically feasible. The fuse was lit.

			PASPA and the Long Freeze

			One obstacle remained: the Professional and Amateur Sports Protection Act (PASPA) of 1992. Passed in the moral aftershock of baseball’s Pete Rose scandal, PASPA outlawed state-sanctioned sports betting everywhere except Nevada and a few grandfathered sports lotteries. It was intended to preserve the “integrity of the game.” In practice it created a massive black market. By 2017 Americans were wagering an estimated $150 billion annually through illegal or offshore books, compared with about $5 billion legally in Nevada. The law that promised integrity delivered hypocrisy.

			2018: The Supreme Court Repeal

			New Jersey challenged PASPA on constitutional grounds, arguing that Congress could not commandeer state legislatures to enforce its moral preferences. In Murphy v. NCAA (2018), the Supreme Court agreed, striking down PASPA as a violation of the Tenth Amendment. Legal sports betting became a state-by-state choice overnight. Within six years, thirty-eight states and the District of Columbia had authorized it. Mobile apps followed, merging seamlessly with fantasy-sports platforms. The largest beneficiaries were not mobsters this time, but publicly listed companies and professional sports leagues themselves.

			A Century-Old Cycle

			From colonial lotteries to smartphone wagers, American gambling policy has followed a near-perfect sine wave: enthusiasm → scandal → prohibition → fiscal temptation → legalization. Each cycle moves faster than the last because technology accelerates both opportunity and harm. The story is less about morality than about adaptation—how governments chase innovation with delay, then monetize it once it becomes unavoidable.

			The pandemic merely accelerated an existing trajectory. By 2020 the legal framework and digital infrastructure were ready; lockdowns supplied the captive audience. The next chapter examines that hinge moment: how the Pete Rose panic and the PASPA era set the stage for today’s smartphone casino—and why the lessons of history suggest our next reform cycle is already overdue.

			Before I get into the detail of PASPA, its worth thinking about how we all view gambling. I described above the actual relationship in the US, but most of us probably know more about the fictionalized aspects of gambling.

			Gambling in Film and Fiction: The Glamour and the Grind

			The cultural imagination treats gambling far more kindly than experience does. In novels and films, it is not the pastime of lonely men hunched over phones or slot machines; it is a theater of style and nerve. From Casino Royale to Ocean’s Eleven, from Dostoevsky’s The Gambler to Scorsese’s Casino, gambling is portrayed as a test of character, an arena where intellect and courage can outwit chance. The chips and tuxedos, the green baize and champagne, promise drama and self-definition.

			In reality, most gambling takes place in far less glamorous settings—under fluorescent light, amid the hum of machines designed to outlast human stamina. The contrast between representation and reality is not just aesthetic; it is moral. Our myths about gambling are myths about control.

			The Movie Mythology

			The quintessential screen gambler is James Bond: immaculately dressed, unflappable, winning not just money but moral victory. After all, losing to Le Chiffre would fund terrorism, an unthinkable outcome. Whether playing baccarat in Monte Carlo or Texas Hold’em in Casino Royale, Bond treats risk as performance art. The audience never sees him counting losses or negotiating withdrawal limits. The camera lingers on the smile of triumph, not the odds stacked against him. These scenes make gambling look like mastery—the opposite of addiction.

			Hollywood perfected this glamour in The Cincinnati Kid (1965), The Sting (1973), Rounders (1998), and Ocean’s Eleven (2001). In each, the hero’s intellect or nerve subdues randomness. Even the losers, from Steve McQueen’s cool defeat to Matt Damon’s noble comeback, lose beautifully. The casino becomes a metaphor for capitalism itself: risk rewarded by merit.

			European cinema offered a darker counternarrative—Dostoevsky’s desperate gambler in nineteenth-century Baden-Baden, Louis Malle’s Atlantic City, or the post-war French noirs where roulette wheels spin under moral decay. Yet even these stories preserve the gambler’s dignity: Failure ennobles, ruin becomes existential chic.

			Gentlemen, Idleness, and Wodehouse

			No writer captured the comic charm of casual gambling better than P. G. Wodehouse. In the Jeeves and Wooster stories, idle young aristocrats wager on everything from the length of sermons to the outcome of the Mothers’ Sack Race at a village fête. Bertie Wooster’s circle is not driven by greed but by boredom; gambling fills the void between breakfast and cocktails. Lady Wickhammersley bans wagering after her husband loses the East Wing of Twing Hall, yet the drones always find a way—placing side bets on egg-and-spoon races or choir-boys’ steeplechases, egged on by rogues like Rupert Steggles. The stakes are trivial (for those making the bets, if not the rest of society), the laughter civilized, the losses absorbed by inherited wealth. It is gambling as social lubricant rather than self-destruction.

			That world feels quaint, but the psychology endures. During the COVID lockdowns, many of us became modern-day Bertie Woosters—well-educated, under-occupied, and flush with idle time and digital liquidity. Where Wodehouse’s drones gambled to break the monotony of manor life, we did it to punctuate quarantine. Smartphones replaced Jeeves; algorithms replaced Steggles. What began as amusement for the privileged classes a century ago reemerged as mass distraction for the middle classes in 2020—a comedy then, a pathology now.

			The Literary Lens

			Writers, too, have romanticized the gambler as philosopher. Dostoevsky, who knew debt collectors personally, turned compulsion into metaphysics: his hero believes he can will the ball to fall correctly by sheer force of consciousness. Somerset Maugham, Ian Fleming, and Graham Greene each used casinos as shorthand for modernity’s seductions: glamour on the surface, despair underneath. Even modern authors like Michael Lewis and Ben Mezrich translate gambling logic into financial markets—Wall Street as Monte Carlo in a better suit.

			The pattern is enduring: Stories about gambling are rarely about gambling. They are about intelligence, courage, masculinity, and class. To gamble stylishly is to belong. The smoke-filled casino and the tailored dinner jacket disguise what gambling mostly is—habit, not heroism.

			The Real Geography of Loss

			Step away from the screen and the picture changes. Visit an ordinary casino in Pennsylvania, Manchester, or Manila and glamour evaporates. There is no tuxedo, no martini, no beautiful accomplice whispering strategy. There are retirees feeding slot machines, night-shift workers chasing fatigue, and online bettors watching digital wheels spin in silence. The air smells of coffee, not cognac. The only tuxedo might be on a cardboard cutout advertising a weekend promotion. There are exceptions, such as the beautiful Borgata in Atlantic City, but gambling’s association with wealth and sophistication is largely a marketing invention. Casinos copied Bond’s wardrobe because Bond sold tickets. When Atlantic City opened its first luxury resorts in the late 1970s, developers promised “Monte Carlo on the Jersey Shore.” Within a decade the carpeting was sticky and the clientele working-class. Las Vegas tried to reclaim glamour through themed mega-resorts, yet even there most profits come from slot machines, not high-stakes tables. The casino floor is a factory where the product is hope, and the raw material is time.

			The Arithmetic of Defeat

			Statistically, gambling is about losing. The longer one plays, the closer losses approach the mathematical certainty of the house edge. Yet culture insists on focusing on the exceptional win—the Bond straight flush, the Ocean’s heist—because stories demand resolution. A narrative about steady, predictable loss is not entertaining; it is life. The fantasy of victory is what sells the ticket, the app download, the franchise.

			This disconnect matters because it shapes behavior. Young men who grew up watching Casino Royale or Molly’s Game imagine gambling as an assertion of competence. The actual experience—alone at 2 a.m. clicking “deposit”—feels like failure. To bridge that cognitive dissonance, they gamble harder. The glamour myth fuels the grind it conceals.

			Why the Myths Persist

			Many thoughtful people I’ve spoken with describe gambling as capitalism’s mirror, and say the resemblance flatters both sides. There’s some truth in that. Casinos mimic markets: the hum of competition, the seduction of skill, the visible winners. But the analogy collapses once you leave the lobby. Capitalism is not a zero-sum game; gambling is. In healthy markets, risk funds invention, and success creates spillover wealth—new jobs, new ideas, new opportunity. A rising tide really can lift many boats. In a casino, the tide is fixed: Every dollar won is another lost. The wheel turns, but it does not build.

			Yet the illusion of meritocracy persists. The casino presents itself as capitalism in miniature—a meritocracy with chips—where skill is rewarded, losers are unlucky, and the rules are neutral. Films and novels reinforce that comfort. James Bond wins with composure, not because the odds favor the house. The archetype flatters us: Effort guarantees success, intelligence outsmarts probability, courage trumps chance.

			Reality is less cinematic. Most gamblers lose in rooms without windows, under lights that never change. They are not Bond at the baccarat table; they are pensioners feeding machines at dawn, office workers chasing one last win on phones that never sleep. The truth—that the system is designed for loss—is too mundane and too threatening to the fantasy that persistence equals virtue. We prefer the glamour of agency to the drudgery of arithmetic. We would rather imagine ourselves Bond for a night than confront the statistical certainty that, in the long run, the house always wins.

			Bridging Myth and Reality

			This cultural distortion completes the circle begun in chapter 1. Gambling’s public image—glamorous, cosmopolitan, aspirational—conceals a mass market built on boredom and loss. It is the same paradox that drove America’s late-twentieth-century gambling boom: aspiration financing despair. The next chapter shows how that contradiction hardened into law, as moral panic over integrity in sport produced the federal ban that lasted a generation. If Hollywood taught us to love the gambler, Washington taught us to fear him. Between them lies the real story of modern betting.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			From Pete Rose to PASPA: The Long Freeze and Sudden Thaw

			Few athletes embodied mid-century American grit more than Pete Rose. He was “Charlie Hustle,” baseball’s iron man—until 1989, when allegations surfaced that he had bet on the very games he managed for the Cincinnati Reds. Rose denied it for years, insisting he only bet on his team to win, but the damage was done. Baseball’s foundational myth—that the contest itself was pure—collapsed under the weight of its own hero’s wagers. The scandal gave Congress the moral ammunition it needed to freeze legal sports gambling for a generation.

			Moral Panic on Capitol Hill

			In 1991, the Senate Judiciary Subcommittee on Patents, Copyrights and Trademarks convened hearings on sports wagering. Witnesses spoke in language more suited to national security than recreation. “Sports gambling is a national problem,” declared the committee, its harms “felt beyond the borders of those states that sanction it.” NBA Commissioner David Stern warned that “the interstate ramifications of sports betting are a compelling reason for federal legislation.”

			Congress obliged. In 1992 it passed the Professional and Amateur Sports Protection Act (PASPA), signed into law by President George H. W. Bush. The statute made it unlawful for any state to “sponsor, operate, advertise, promote, license, or authorize” betting on professional or amateur sports. Only Nevada—and a handful of preexisting sports lotteries in Oregon, Delaware, and Montana—were exempt.

			The logic was simple: If you could stop the states, you could stop the market. The reality was predictable: The market went underground.

			The Black-Market Boom

			With legal outlets closed, many Americans turned to local bookies and offshore operators. By the mid-1990s, Caribbean islands such as Antigua and Curacao were hosting call centers that took bets from US customers by phone. When broadband arrived, those call centers became websites, and the volume exploded. By some estimates, Americans wagered thirty times more money illegally than legally during PASPA’s quarter-century reign.

			Technology amplified the hypocrisy. While Congress imagined curbing vice, it inadvertently created a tax-free, unregulated industry worth hundreds of billions. Bettors faced no consumer protection, athletes no consistent integrity oversight, and governments no revenue. The same federalism that once enabled lotteries now produced a moral patchwork: Las Vegas prospered; everyone else pretended not to notice the bookie next door.

			Legal Challenges and Judicial Frustration

			For years, states chafed under PASPA’s asymmetry. If Nevada could profit from wagering, why not New Jersey, home to Atlantic City’s declining casinos? Beginning in 2010, state legislators led by Senator Ray Lesniak passed laws explicitly authorizing sports betting, daring federal prosecutors to sue. They did, and New Jersey lost repeatedly in lower courts. The Supreme Court declined to intervene—until 2017.

			The case that finally forced a reckoning was Murphy v. National Collegiate Athletic Association, named for New Jersey’s governor. The question was constitutional, not moral: Did PASPA unlawfully “commandeer” state governments, forbidding them to repeal their own laws? Oral arguments revealed a rare consensus across ideological lines. Justice Kagan called PASPA’s design “odd.” Justice Alito noted that Congress could ban sports betting directly but had chosen instead to order states to do the banning for it.

			2018: The Decision That Changed Everything

			On May 14, 2018, the Supreme Court struck down PASPA in a 6–3 decision. “A more direct affront to state sovereignty is not easy to imagine,” wrote Justice Alito for the majority. Overnight, states were free to legalize and regulate sports wagering as they saw fit. Within weeks, New Jersey opened its first sportsbooks; within a year, half a dozen other states followed. By 2025, thirty-eight states and the District of Columbia had joined them.

			The professional leagues that once lobbied hardest for prohibition pivoted almost instantly. “Integrity fees” became “data partnerships.” Fan engagement—once a euphemism for ticket sales—now meant prop bets and same-game parlays. The moral panic that birthed PASPA had matured into a commercial partnership worth billions.

			The Political Landscape After the Ruling

			The Supreme Court’s decision did not end debate—it relocated it. Within days of the Murphy v. NCAA ruling, partisans began arguing not over gambling but over politics. Liberal commentators claimed the court’s majority was carrying water for the Trump administration, which had quietly supported state control and saw new tax revenue as a windfall. Justice Ginsburg’s dissent, joined by Justice Sotomayor, hinted that the majority’s enthusiasm owed more to political fashion than legal necessity, noting that “the rush to deregulate owes as much to current executive priorities as to constitutional logic.” Progressive editorials called the decision “Trumpian federalism”—the rebranding of state sovereignty as populist revolt.

			Conservatives countered that the accusation missed the point. For them, the ruling was not an endorsement of gambling but a restoration of constitutional order. Senate Republicans praised it as “a reaffirmation that Washington cannot commandeer the states.” The Wall Street Journal editorial board called it “a rare victory for the Tenth Amendment in an era of administrative overreach.” Even Trump-skeptical legal scholars defended the outcome: States’ rights, they argued, were not partisan property.

			The politics of gambling thus mirrored the country’s deeper divisions—between national control and local choice, moral paternalism and market freedom. That polarization ensured that what began as a narrow sports-betting case would become a wider argument about who governs the rules of risk itself.

			Winners and Losers of Repeal

			For the states, legalization promised revenue. For leagues, it offered new audiences and data streams. For companies like DraftKings and FanDuel, it delivered legitimacy and scale. But for ordinary bettors, repeal replaced the neighborhood bookie with a phone in the pocket—faster, brighter, and far more persuasive.

			Economist Andrew Brandt at Villanova Law School captured the irony: “The leagues may have wanted to win the PASPA case publicly, but privately they wanted to lose. The decision became a bonanza.” Teams sold advertising space to sportsbooks; leagues sold real-time statistics to them; broadcasters sold airtime between every play. Viewership rose because gamblers watched every minute. The fan had become the product.

			The Policy Paradox

			The Supreme Court’s decision solved a constitutional problem but created a regulatory vacuum. Fifty laboratories of democracy suddenly faced a multibillion-dollar behavioral experiment. Massachusetts imposed cooling-off periods; New Jersey prioritized revenue; Pennsylvania taxed aggressively; Utah banned betting outright. Each approach reflected a different moral calculus, and none yet knows the long-term result.

			The parallels with earlier vice cycles are striking. In 1933 Prohibition’s repeal shifted alcohol control to the states; in 2018 the court did the same for gambling. Both times, markets adapted faster than regulators. Within months of the PASPA ruling, mobile apps and digital wallets transformed legal betting into something qualitatively different—continuous, frictionless, and social-media-driven. What Nevada had once confined to casino floors now lived in every hand.

			The New Era Dawns

			The years after 2018 marked the dawn of the modern sportsbook economy. Legal sports wagering generated more than $2.4 billion in federal, state, and local taxes in its first five years, and total handle exceeded $100 billion annually by 2024. For investors, the repeal was limited government at its finest; for addiction specialists, it was Pandora’s box reopened.

			The cultural shift was equally dramatic. Betting odds crawled across ESPN tickers; athletes joked about point spreads on social media; television hosts promoted parlays during halftime shows. What had been a vice whispered about in bars became an everyday consumer product. The moral freeze gave way to a marketing bonanza.

			After the Thaw

			The story of Murphy v. NCAA is not just about the law but about timing. The court’s decision coincided with two revolutions—mobile computing and algorithmic marketing—and just preceded a third: the social isolation of COVID-19. When those forces converged in 2020, the market that PASPA had suppressed for decades erupted in plain sight.

			The next part of this book examines that eruption: how online platforms designed for fantasy leagues evolved into high-velocity wagering machines; how promotions and “free” bets hooked millions of new users; and how an infant market learned to behave like a mature one almost overnight. The thaw had ended. The boom was about to begin.
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