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PREFACE TO THE SERIES

This series of books was written primarily to fill what I perceived as a con-
spicuous gap in the gambling literature: some years ago when I first

entered the field of gambling studies and tried to locate a single source which
would provide the necessary background on the motivations for normative
and excessive gambling, no such source existed. For some puzzling reason,
no similarly extensive review and synthesis of the voluminous published
materials on gambling theory and research had ever been undertaken. With
the exception of a few “handbooks” on gambling and some hard-to-find
anthologies of papers presented at various symposia, the necessary source
materials were scattered throughout a plethora of academic journals and
books. Moreover, most existing reviews of the gambling literature are far
from exhaustive. Instead, they are all too often cursory overviews appearing
either as relatively brief journal articles or as chapters or even smaller sec-
tions of books whose authors usually then go on to profess the superiority of
their own favored theory.

This series therefore represents a synthesis of the major ideas and find-
ings of leading theoreticians and researchers in their quest to discover and
explain the human propensity for gambling. It is evident that just as many
writers in the field of alcohol studies often fail to distinguish among drinking,
drunkenness, and alcoholism, so do many writers in the field of gambling
studies fail to acknowledge that there are also different degrees of gambling
involvement. It is therefore extremely important to distinguish among nor-
mal or moderate recreational gambling which is harmful to none, heavy or
immoderate gambling which may or may not be harmful to a particular gam-
bler, and compulsive or pathological gambling which is generally harmful
not only to all those who are afflicted with it but also to their families, friends,
and sometimes even to the greater society in which they live. Addressing pri-
marily the etiological issues related to both normative and excessive gam-
bling, this series includes the speculative thoughts of armchair scholars as
well as the empirical findings of front-line scientific researchers in all disci-
plines including the behavioral, social, and medical sciences.
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viii The Psychodynamics and Psychology of Gambling

It is intended to benefit both students and professionals. One goal is to
provide students with the introductory background they need to embark on
a career in gambling studies. A second is to remind those who are already
established in the field not only that many possible explanations for norma-
tive and pathological gambling have been proposed, but also that the author-
ity of those who have advanced them should always be questioned. Toward
this end, another aim of this more extensive review is objectivity. Rather
than champion a particular theoretical orientation as so many others have
done, it includes critical assessments of many of the theoretical ideas and
research findings that are reviewed. This has been done to help readers
become more critical not only in their appraisal of the ideas of others but also
in their own thinking. Many of the “experts” in any field are firmly con-
vinced that they have discovered the absolute truth and then write as though
their explanation for any phenomenon constitutes the final, definitive answer
to that particular question. Many such explanations have an initial intuitive
appeal that may “sound good” but that can blind the unwary reader to all
other possibilities. In this way some theories have become very much like
religions that are sustained more by the faith of the zealots who follow them
than by any unbiased scientific observations. Since so many different and
competing final “truths” have been propounded, it is clear that not all of
them can claim the prize. This is particularly evident in the field of addiction
studies, but it is also true of other disciplines. Occasionally a purportedly sci-
entific treatise or explanation will turn out to be merely a guise that its author
has used to promote some hidden agenda. The propagandistic tracts of the
“creation scientists” are prime examples of this. Readers of all scientific
works—including those by reputable authors—are therefore strongly encour-
aged always to question their validity and never to accept any idea or argu-
ment solely on the basis of its author’s credentials, reputation, position, or
salesmanship since it may turn out to be entirely baseless. The ultimate truth
or falsity of any proposition must always be determined by empirically
derived facts.

MIKAL AASVED
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INTRODUCTION TO THE SERIES

3

Why do people gamble? Why do some
continue to gamble even when they

consistently lose more than they win? Why
do some continue to gamble even when they
have lost everything they have? Many theo-
ries have been proposed by various clini-
cians, laboratory and field researchers, and
participant observers in their attempts to dis-
cover and explain the reasons for gambling.
This series of books was written to review
and evaluate the most popular and influen-
tial of these explanations and the extensive
amount of research that has been undertak-
en to test them.

Gambling, according to most definitions,
means risking something of value on the
unknown outcome of some future event.
The ultimate goal—or, more accurately, the
ultimate hope—of gambling is to realize a
value greater than that risked. When we hear
the word most of us think of a friendly (or
not so friendly) poker game, or of betting on
competitive events like horse racing or foot-
ball games, or of casino games like roulette,
blackjack, and slot machines. However,
gambling also has other guises. Any specula-
tive business venture, commodities invest-
ment, or insurance purchase is just as much
a “crap shoot” as playing the dice tables in
Las Vegas. Historical and archaeological
records provide ample evidence that gam-
bling has also been popular throughout the
world for a very long time. Almost since the
dawn of human existence people have gam-

bled for the possessions of their dead, for the
possessions of their living friends and rela-
tives, to settle legal disputes and establish
rights to various resources, and on the out-
come of athletic contests and other competi-
tive events.

Gambling is increasingly being recog-
nized by national and local governments
throughout the United States and the world
as an effective means of generating revenues.
Whereas most gambling activities were
unlawful in many states and countries until
quite recently, many forms of gambling are
now becoming accepted and, as a result,
national trends toward the legalization of
gambling in one form or another are on the
rise. Not only has “lottery fever” swept many
nations, but many are also allowing on- and
off-track parimutuel betting, video gambling
machines, and other forms of lawful gam-
bling. In the United States, as some of the
states along the Mississippi River and other
major waterways began to legalize riverboat
gambling as it existed in the nineteenth cen-
tury, others quickly followed suit. Indian
reservations across the country and rural
communities in such states as Colorado and
South Dakota are now offering Las Vegas,
Atlantic City, and even Monte Carlo some
stiff competition for the tourist’s discre-
tionary income.

Many specialists are convinced that as
opportunities for gambling continue to
increase, so will the problems associated
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with it. Salient among these potential prob-
lems is the anticipated increase in the inci-
dence of excessive or problem gambling
which is commonly referred to as compulsive
or pathological gambling. Whether one consid-
ers pathological gambling to be an individ-
ual, social, or public health problem, it is one
that must be confronted if it is to be prevent-
ed and treated. To do so effectively will of
course require a thorough understanding of
the phenomenon. Unfortunately, with our
currently limited knowledge of the mecha-
nisms and motivations underlying gambling,
we have a long way to go before achieving
this goal.

While our current understanding of the
causes of pathological gambling is insuffi-
cient, its ramifications are well known. It can
have disastrous consequences not only for
the individual, but also for his or her imme-
diate family, employer, and society. Among
its most well-known consequences are the
calamitous losses and severe personal and
family debts it can cause. Individual debts
for pathological gamblers seeking help have
been reported to average from about
$53,000 to $92,000.1 Considered together,
the sum of individual gambling debts can be
extraordinary. One estimate placed the
annual debt accrued by pathological gam-
blers in New Jersey alone at $514 million.2

The debt levels of many pathological gam-
blers can become so high at the individual
level that the stress and depression they pro-
duce can cause actual physical ailments that
require medical treatment. At the domestic
level pathological gambling and its conse-
quences can disrupt home life to such an
extent that it causes the breakup of families.
In its more advanced stages pathological
gambling frequently results in absenteeism
and loss of productivity on the job.
Eventually the need for gambling money
can lead to such crimes as theft, embezzle-
ment, insurance fraud, and other kinds of

illegal activities. In its final stages the only
apparent course of action remaining is all
too often suicide.3

Because gambling usually involves
money, many people believe that therein lies
the answer to its attraction and popularity—
that this motivation alone explains why peo-
ple gamble. People are thought to gamble in
the hope of winning money they don’t
already have, of winning more money than
they already have, or, in the case of insur-
ance, of protecting what money they already
have. But is acquisitiveness really the only
reason for gambling? While many card
games are played for money, many people
play these same games purely for enjoyment
or as an opportunity to socialize with friends
and relatives, often with no money involved.
While many adults become mesmerized by
the electronic gambling games they play in
casinos in hopes of winning money, count-
less children and adolescents become equal-
ly mesmerized by electronic video games in
public arcades and on home computers that
are played for amusement only. Technically,
friendly card parties and children’s video
games do not constitute gambling since they
do not involve money, but they certainly
have many other elements in common with
gambling. On the other hand, many risky
behaviors like sky-diving, auto racing,
Russian roulette, motorcycle jumping, and
driving while intoxicated do not involve
money but they certainly constitute gam-
bling. There may very well be more to gam-
bling than just the prospect of monetary
gain.

A number of competing theories have
been proposed by various psychiatrists, psy-
chologists, sociologists, economists, anthro-
pologists, and laypeople in their attempts to
explain the “real” motivations for gambling.
A number of the more popular and influen-
tial of these approaches will be reviewed in
this series. Theories, it will be seen, are often
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little more than opinions, and nearly every-
one who studies gambling behavior has a
favored opinion. It will be clear that many of
those that have been advanced are frequent-
ly little more than the standard, stock-in-
trade ideologically inspired answers that spe-
cialists in various disciplines typically call
upon to explain all behavioral phenomena.
Thus, in the past and sometimes even today
it has generally been assumed that all
instances of gambling—normal and patholog-
ical—have the same underlying cause irre-
spective of individual preferences. Many
authorities have even proposed single,
monolithic explanations to account for
excessive or uncontrolled behaviors of all
kinds, and a number of the approaches that
will be discussed reflect this tendency toward
“grand theorizing.” It should be obvious that
some of these theories may, indeed, offer
some insights into certain instances of gam-
bling behavior while the utility of others may
be extremely limited. Most importantly,
however, since the individual motivations
for gambling appear to be so many and var-
ied, it should also be obvious that no single
theoretical approach, despite the most fer-
vent aspirations, proselytizations, and dia-
tribes of its adherents, will ever be able to
account for all cases.

A QUESTION OF MORALS?

The earliest theoretical approach viewed
drinking, drug use, and gambling from a
moral perspective.4 Throughout most of
human history the social mores, religious
doctrines, and ethical standards of a society
have provided the only criteria by which to
gauge the behavior of its members. Islamic
tradition forbade drinking alcohol and gam-
bling at the same time since both were
regarded as tools of Satan. In India the great
spiritual leader Mahatma Ghandi also com-

pared the habit of gambling to that of drink-
ing: it is a vice that destroys men’s souls and
makes them a burden on the earth.5 Similar
views have a long standing in the Western
cultural and Judeo-Christian religious tradi-
tions. Aristotle himself equated gamblers
with thieves and plunderers in his treatise on
ethics. In describing those who take what
they are not entitled to he wrote:

meanness is not the term we apply to those
who operate in this way on a grand scale—
high and mighty persons, for example who
sack cities and plunder temples. Such we
prefer to call wicked or impious and
unrighteous. But the dicer, the thief, the
footpad may be reckoned among the mean,
because their own hope is to turn a dishon-
est penny. That is why they labour in their
vocation regardless of the world’s reproach;
the thieves running the greatest risk for the
sake of the haul, the gamblers by skinning
their friends, who ought rather to benefit by
their connexion. Both sorts are unscrupu-
lous profit-hunters, looking to the main
chance in discreditable circumstances.6

In fourteenth-century England Geoffrey
Chaucer’s Pardoner condemned gambling
as

. . . the very mother of all lies,
And of deceit, and cursed false swearing,
Blasphemy of Christ, manslaughter, and

waste also
Of property and of time; and furthermore,
It is shameful and dishonorable
To be known as a common gambler.7

In the American colonies Cotton Mather
censured gambling as “unquestionably
immoral and, as such, displeasing to God.”8

Despite a remarkable lack of any concrete
evidence, both legal and illegal forms of
gambling in the modern United States are
commonly believed to be under the firm
control of vast organized criminal networks.
According to a sociologist who has thor-


