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The History of Gambling
B y  H e a t h e r  V a c e k

Why have humans throughout history gambled? What    

explains the recent explosion of gambling in American 

culture? Approaching these questions from legal,       

economic, political, psychological, social, and ethical 

perspectives, the four books reviewed here provide       

insight about the complex history of gambling.

Gambling is America’s favorite pastime, at least when our activities 
are measured by revenue. The $57 billion spent by gamblers in 2006 
far exceeds the $20 billion paid for movie tickets and music record-

ings and the $28 billion in sales from McDonalds, Burger King, Wendy’s, 
and Starbucks combined. Americans gamble freely. In fact, only twenty-
eight percent of them think gambling is morally wrong.

In the early twentieth century the conservative evangelist Billy Sunday 
(1862-1935) preached against the evils of gambling and liberal Social Gospel 
founder Walter Rauschenbusch (1861-1918) called it the “vice of the savage.” 
Yet, as the authors of one of the volumes reviewed here note, modern  
“theologians do not debate the morality of gambling the way they do the 
morality of abortion or euthanasia.”1 Evangelicals and born-again Christians 
today are less likely to find gambling morally acceptable (twenty-seven  
percent and forty-five percent respectively), but gambling has failed to rally 
Christian concern in the same ways as other contemporary social issues.2 

Statistics about the prevalence of gambling among the American popula-
tion make it clear that many Christians gamble. When Christians buy lottery 
tickets, bet on a sporting event, or play in a charity game of bingo, are they 
conscious of possible conflicts with their beliefs? Do notions of greed, the 
stewardship of resources, and the protection of vulnerable populations rise 
to consciousness for Christians visiting casinos? Do they find some forms of 
gambling acceptable and others sinful? If so, how do they justify differences? 
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Gambling in various forms has been around throughout recorded history, 
but in-depth scholarship on it is a recent phenomenon occasioned by the 
resurgence of widespread gambling in America in the 1980s and 90s. The 
four books reviewed here approach the topic from different scholarly angles: 
the legal history of gambling in America, history of the practice and the 
business of gambling, focused assessment of the risks and benefits of gam-
bling, and the moral evaluation of gambling. Some of the authors remain 
more optimistic about the practice’s contribution to society, while others 
focus on potential harmful consequences of the human desire to gamble. 
Together they provide insight about the complex history of gambling and 
speculation about why humans play games of chance.

The details of the debate about the costs and benefits of gambling are 
complicated, but Christians need not remain immobilized in what has become 
a complex tug of war between supporters and opponents. Concerned Chris-
tians, informed by the research reported in books like those reviewed here, 
can find faithful and productive ways to respond to the growth of the gam-
bling industry and the lives it affects. Congregations might decide to attend 
to the misery created for families by those addicted to gambling. Looking to 
the political realm, Christians might discover questions to ask of existing 
and proposed legislation. Reflection might also prompt Christians to con-
sider curtailing their own gaming. 

Y

In Jokers Wild: Legalized Gambling in the Twenty-first Century (Westport, 
CT: Praeger, 2000, 232 pp., $125.00) editors Thomas Barker and Marjie Britz 
offer a history of gambling in the United States through a regulatory lens and 
assert that “legal gambling is, at best, problematic behavior with good and 
bad consequences”(p. 3). Barker, a professor of Criminal Justice and Police 
Studies at Eastern Kentucky University, and Britz, then associate professor 
of Criminal Justice at The Citadel (now at Clemson University), are interest-
ed in the shape and development of laws that regulate gambling. Acknowl-
edging differences in public opinion about gambling through the years, they 
report why gambling has made business sense to many, but they also attend 
to the consequences of gambling on individuals, groups, and communities. 

From their legal vantage point, Barker and Britz understand gambling 
as a deviant behavior that has prompted legislation. They distinguish two 
categories of deviant behavior: Mala in se acts such as murder, rape, and 
robbery that are generally recognized as inherently evil, from Mala Prohibita 
behaviors that transgress the moral codes of certain groups but not others 
(in American history these have included abortion, homosexuality, pornog-
raphy, drug use, gambling, and tobacco use). The former category of behav-
iors has proven easier to legislate because of widespread agreement; laws 
regarding the latter are likely to generate conflict because moral standards 
differ among Americans. 
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Public opinion concerning morality can quickly shift. For example, Barker 
and Britz note that during the twentieth century in the United States gambling 
and the use of tobacco were “social experiments in the process of how laws 
are made and changed in defining deviant behavior” (p. 1). Smoking, once 
an accepted behavior is now banned in most public spaces, and the tobacco 
industry is a pariah. Alternately, gambling, once presumed to be a sinful, 
crime-ridden activity confined to Nevada, is now legal, in some form, in    
all states but Utah and Hawaii.

The opening chapter looks at the footprint of gambling on the eve of   
the twenty-first century. Three historical chapters trace the presence of gam-
bling in America, from the public lotteries of the colonial era, to New York 
casinos run by crime syndicates in the early twentieth century, to the rise of 
gambling as a legitimate industry in Nevada and Atlantic City in the 1940s 
and 50s. Two chapters follow the more recent rise of Native American-owned 
casinos, riverboat gambling, and state lotteries. Along the way, the authors 
discuss the legislation that made gambling possible and the regulations that 
attempted to make it disappear. 

The final portion of Barker and Britz’s text considers why people gam-
ble, the trouble caused when gambling becomes addictive, and treatments 
available for problem gamblers. In conclusion they predict, incorrectly it 
turns out, that the growth and expansion of gambling experienced in the 
late twentieth century would slow. More than a decade old, the statistics    
in this text prove outdated. In addition, the volume only gestures toward a 
possible future of internet gambling, now a significant, worldwide revenue 
generator. Regardless, the challenge they identify remains true: Americans 
must decide whether gambling serves as recreation, a social problem, or both. 
Barker and Britz offer a comprehensive yet accessible text that provides a 
good primer for those hoping to learn more about the conflicts, legal and 
otherwise, that surround the gambling industry. 

Y

Less accessible because of its dense historical detail, but a valuable source 
of information nonetheless, is David G. Schwartz’s Roll the Bones: The History 
of Gambling (New York: Gotham, 2006; 592 pp., $14.99). Covering five thousand 
years of human gambling practice, this volume is encyclopedic in breadth. 
Arguing that gambling infuses all human cultures, Schwartz displays the 
variety of gambling games and discusses the business of gambling. 

This book offers a less-than-equal assessment of the social costs and  
benefits of gambling, but Schwartz did not set out to write with such balance. 
Instead, his own fascination with the persistence and growth of gambling 
around the world shines through as he takes the reader inside the world’s 
casinos and sits alongside both high stakes gamblers and thousands more 
people who made more modest (but equally as hopeful) bets. Schwartz 
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notes religious and superstitious connections to the practice of gambling, 
but provides scant attention to opposition. 

Schwartz, the Director of the Center for Gaming Research at the Univer-
sity of Nevada, Las Vegas, provides expert coverage of games, gamers, and 
the modern industries that take advantage of the profits made possible by 
the human propensity to gamble. His volume will be most valuable to those 
interested in the details of particular gambling games, the ways they spread 
from continent to continent, and the intricacies of gambling industry growth. 

Y

Gambling: Who Wins? Who Loses? (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 
2003; 358 pp., $22.98), edited by sociologist Gerda Reith, provides a more 
balanced approach in assessing the economic benefits and social costs of 
gambling by including the work of experts from legal, economic, political, 
psychological, social, and ethical perspectives. Of the four texts reviewed, 
this collection of essays provides insight on the widest range of topics.

 Where Schwartz’s text paints a lively picture of the longstanding appeal 
of gambling and its impressive growth, Reith’s volume concludes “that the 
overall economic impact of gambling is not as unambiguously positive as it 
may first appear” (p. 12). The book assesses research from the United States, 
Great Britain, Canada, and Australia, adeptly covering much of the same 
historical and legal ground found in the other three volumes. This text, 
however, spends more time highlighting debates about problem gam-  
bling. Three chapters explore the ways compulsive or pathological gam-
bling resembles other addictions and how medical classifications of the 
problem differ by country. 

Contributors offer detailed yet easy-to-understand data on a variety of 
topics ranging from the percentage of adults in the United States who have 
ever gambled (86%), to the relative probability of winning in various games 
(roulette, craps, or slot machines), to public perceptions of the arrival of 
casinos in their towns. Sometimes the text offers complex statistical and  
economic models for those so inclined. 

Y

Gambling: Mapping the American Moral Landscape (Waco, TX: Baylor Uni-
versity Press, 2009, 517 pp., $34.95), a compilation edited by Alan Wolfe and 
Erik C. Owens, stems from a 2007 conference held at Boston College. It dis-
plays the evolution and sophistication of gambling scholarship. Similar to 
Reith’s volume, contributors include scholars of economics, law, public policy, 
sociology, history, political science, management, theology, and psychiatry. 
The authors focus on how their fields help us resolve the morality of gam-
bling. Those with time to read only one of the reviewed texts should consider 
starting with this most up-to-date volume.
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The reception of gambling in America is complex. Political scientist Wolfe 
and theologian Owens observe that our culture retains deeply puritanical 
aspects alongside decidedly libertarian ones. Morality holds great weight, 
but we also want freedom to believe and act as we choose. American political 
parties have failed to simplify matters or to rally widespread opposition. 
Republicans have been more likely to legislate morality, but they remain 
sympathetic toward business and unlikely to restrict the gambling industry. 
Democrats prove less trusting of big business, but are more laissez-fair about 
moral issues. Both groups are more than willing to spend tax and lottery 
revenues for public projects like funding education. 

Essays in the first section of this anthology address the politics and policy 
of gambling, with a look at how the gambling industry and supportive leg-
islators deploy the “good causes” of lottery revenues to ease legal restrictions. 
These causes also infuse marketing campaigns to build public support. One 
chapter argues that the legislation of morality should apply differently to 
Indian casinos, in part because the revenues generated address longstanding 
socioeconomic deficits in tribal communities. The first section closes with a 
call to assess the long-term distributional consequences of spending on gam-
bling and to consider how the current ubiquity of gambling will shape future 
legislation and practice. 

A second section, “Individual Behavior and Social Impact,” begins by 
asking whether those who gamble “understand the risks (and rewards) 
associated with gambling” and queries the “extent to which they reason 
rationally about them” (p. 117). Studies show that gamblers misperceive   
the risks associated with gambling as lower than they actually are. They 
also misattribute winning, even in games of chance, to their own skill. A 
second chapter reviews literature about the impacts of problem gambling  
on families. While only a small percentage of the gambling population are 
problem gamblers, the serious effects of their behavior are felt (and funded) 
by others: mental health problems, economic disruption, family turmoil, 
marital problems, and poor parent-child relationships. Two final chapters 
address gambling and morality from a neuropsychiatric perspective and 
hypothesize about the reasons gambling normalized more quickly than other 
“victimless” crimes including prostitution and the use of illegal drugs.

Given its focus on the morality of gambling, Wolfe and Owens’ volume 
attends to religion in more detail than the other texts. A third section, “Theol-
ogy, Gambling, and Risk,” includes a chapter by theologian Kathryn Tanner 
that investigates the ways Christians treat faith in God as a good gamble, an 
exploration originally posed by Pascal. Law professors William Stuntz and 
David Skeel explore how shifting Christian conceptions of sin in America—
from the idea of sin as violation of a contract between God and people, to 
the notion that it is a “violation of the contract between people and the state” 
(p. 3)—have shaped public opinion toward gambling. They offer a convinc-
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ing explanation for why moral principles fail to translate neatly into legal 
prohibitions in America.

A final section explores “Gambling in American Culture” by looking    
at a series of ironies and contradictions. First, Americans value order, con-
trol, and productivity, yet their culture is marked by a culture of chance. 
Business people who repeatedly take high-stake risks are rarely labeled 
addicted, yet gamblers are. Second, people who possess the fewest resources 
and consequently can least afford to lose them, gamble the most money in 
hopes of grasping a share of the American dream. As a result, “lotteries 
depend upon the poorest and least educated segments of the population     
to generate most of their revenues” (p. 337). Third, gambling payouts rarely 
return to the same groups who spend the most. Lottery revenues, for exam-
ple, often support merit scholarships that are given, disproportionally, to 
children from upper and middle class families. A final chapter by Wolfe 
implicates the political Right and the Left for failing to debate gambling,    
in part because of a reluctance to part with the revenues involved, a reality  
he sees as harmful to democracy. 

Y

Where should concerned Christians begin? What might their beliefs     
and practices contribute to the debate concerning the economic benefits      
of the gambling industry and the social costs of gambling? Should they 
work to reduce the rate of gambling in the nation, attempt to disrupt or   
dismantle the gambling industry through legislation or boycotts, or just 
attend to problem gamblers, helping them bring their lives under control? 
Given the persistence of gambling throughout human history and the now 
monolithic gambling industry, making significant headway in such areas 
seems unlikely. But prayerful consideration of Christian witness in the face  
of gambling, alongside understanding perceived economic benefits and 
social repercussions of gambling, seems a good starting place.
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