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Game Theory
“Digital Gambling: The Coincidence of Desire and Design” by Natasha Dow Schull, in

The Annals (Jan. 2005), The American Academy of Political and Social Science,
3814 Walnut St., Philadelphia, Pa. 19104–6197.

They’re in every casino: the glassy-eyed
video poker players glued to their machines,
hands tapping a steady rhythm. Every intru-
sion—a check-in from a cocktail waitress,
even winning too big or too often—distracts
players from the “zone.”

Video poker isn’t the only game in town,
but it is the biggest: Poker terminals and
other coin-operated machines now occupy
more than three-quarters of the floor space in
Nevada casinos. And the gaming industry
aims to exploit that real estate for all it’s
worth, using new technologies to create ma-
chines that seduce gamblers into playing
faster and longer. 

With microchip brains and dazzling elec-

tronic displays, coin-operated gambling ma-
chines are now, more than ever, gamblers’
private islands. Drinks, game chips, and ma-
chine mechanics are summoned at the touch
of a button, the seats are ergonomic, and the
cards appear on the screen so quickly that ex-
perienced gamblers play up to 900 hands an
hour. Machine manufacturers know that the
game—not the winning—is the important
thing for most players, notes Schull, an an-
thropologist and postdoctoral research schol-
ar at Columbia University. One industry ex-
ecutive told her that his company had to scale
back the electronic bells and whistles: Play-
ers didn’t like pausing to celebrate a win. 

All these careful calibrations translate into

back as the 17th-century declaration by John
Winthrop, the governor of Massachusetts Bay
Colony, that the colonists would create a
morally exemplary “city upon a hill.” But the
notion that America isn’t merely different from
other nations but a fortunate exception to the
historical forces that rule all the others didn’t
fully develop until the 1950s, notes Rodgers, a
historian at Princeton University. To many
Cold War intellectuals and scholars, the Unit-
ed States suddenly seemed “an island of stable
consensus in a world of heightened class divi-
sions, ideological polarization, and revolu-
tionary instability.” Because America had no
feudal past, these thinkers argued, Americans
were more individualistic, socially egalitarian,
and religious than Europeans. The fact that so-
cialism, so strong in Europe, had made few in-
roads in America seemed to underscore the na-
tion’s exceptional standing. 

But these exceptionalist arguments long
ago went out of vogue in the academy.
There, all “grand narratives” are viewed with
distrust, especially since the decline of
Marxism, the grandest narrative of all, after
the Cold War. And without any scheme of his-
tory unfolding over time in accordance with
some general historical law, “there can be
no exceptions—no exceptional nations and
no exceptional histories.”

Impressed by globalization’s power, his-
torians have embarked on “transnational”
studies highlighting the continuous flow of
people, goods, and ideas between nations in
the past. New “diaspora” studies of African
slaves, Asian workers, and others depict
them as “simultaneously ‘here’ and ‘else-
where.’ They are not fundamentally reborn
in the United States, nor are they evidence of
the nation’s extraordinary redemptive pow-
ers and possibilities.” And the traditional no-
tion of the frontier as a place where a
uniquely American character was forged has
been challenged by new “borderlands” stud-
ies that treat places such as the Great Lakes
region as “zones of cultural contact” where
“peoples and spaces meet and their influ-
ences spill over into each other.” 

Even America’s exceptional resistance to so-
cialism no longer looks so special to these
scholars, who note that socialism is now on the
run even in Europe.  

Beneath the recent revival of exceptionalist
rhetoric, Rodgers detects “a deep anxiety”
caused by the “historically unprecedented
sense of vulnerability” among Americans, their
fear that the United States “is simply a nation
in a dangerous world like every other.” In his
view, it would be better for them to squarely
face this truth.
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The Self-Esteem Scam
“Exploding the Self-Esteem Myth” by Roy F. Baumeister, Jennifer D. Campbell,

Joachim I. Krueger, and Kathleen D. Vohs, in Scientific American (Jan. 2005),
415 Madison Ave., New York, N.Y. 10017–1111.

Self-esteem has become the great Ameri-
can elixir, the cure for everything from bad
grades to social ineptitude. A California state
task force declared in 1989 that “many, if not
most, of the major problems plaguing society
have roots in the low self-esteem of many of
the people who make up soci-
ety.” But having reviewed some
200 studies, Baumeister and his
colleagues, all university-based
psychologists, suggest that self-es-
teem belongs on the same shelf
as miracle diet pills. 

Take the seemingly plausible
idea that higher self-esteem helps
students do better in school. Re-
searchers at the University of
Iowa tested more than 23,000
10th graders in 1986, then again
two years later. “They found that
self-esteem in 10th grade is only
weakly predictive of academic achievement
in 12th grade.” Other studies have produced
similar results, and “some findings even sug-
gest that artificially boosting self-esteem may
lower subsequent performance.” 

Does low self-regard predispose teenagers
to engage in more or earlier sexual activity?
“If anything, those with high self-esteem are
less inhibited, more willing to disregard risks
and more prone to engage in sex.” 

Does low self-esteem encourage drink-

ing or drug use? Studies “do not consis-
tently show” that there’s even any connec-
tion. A large-scale 2000 study by New
Zealand researchers found no correlation
between children’s self-esteem measured

bigger profits. And in casinos’ pursuit of
“productivity enhancement,” Schull sees a
manifestation of capitalism’s tendency to
seize control of time and degrade workers to
the level of machines, just as Michel Fou-
cault and Karl Marx warned. 

The productivity revolution has come to
casinos, and the random number generator,
or RNG, is its revolutionary agent. Embed-
ded in the digital microprocessor that runs
video poker machines, the RNG speeds
through number combinations until the
play button is pressed, compares the select-
ed number with a table of payout rates, and
instructs the hopper to deliver a win or not. 

What happens in Vegas may stay in
Vegas, but it also stays in the circuits of video
poker machines, which track a player’s game
preferences, wins and losses, number of

coins played per game, number of games
played every minute, length of play, number
of drinks ordered, etc. Machines also foster
the illusion that players are calling the shots.
“The ability to modulate play—adjust vol-
ume [and] speed of play, choose cards and bet
amounts—is understood by game develop-
ers to increase psychological and financial
investment,” writes Schull. 

But once players are far enough into the
zone, even the illusion of control and skill
ceases to matter. In Australia, an “AutoPlay”
option allows some players to insert money,
press a button, then watch as the game plays
itself. AutoPlay hasn’t made it to North
America, but some gamblers reportedly jam
the “play” button down with a toothpick to
achieve the same effect. Schull doesn’t say
how Marx and Foucault would parse that.


