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Boyd, Susan H . , M.A., dune,  1975 Anthropology

Poker P lay ing  as  a Dramaturgical  Event: Bull Power, the  Meaning and
Commitment f o r  E f f i c a c io u s  Gamesmanship (122 pp .)

D i r e c to r :  Lee Drummond

The s tudy  focu ses on symbolic in ter a c tio n  among poker  p la y e r s  in 
t h r e e  d i s t i n c t  gaming environments  in  Missoula ,  Montana. I n t e r p r e 
t a t i o n  o f  gaming encounte rs  ana lyzes  so c ia l  behavior  as symbolic 
behavior; whether  t h e  games have sym bolic ex tens ions  o r  t r ans fo rm a
t i o n s  drawn from va lues  and goa ls  o f  wider s o c i e ty .  This e thnog
raphy i d e n t i f i e s  r e f e r e n t s  and c o n tex t s  o f  play symbolism, key themes, 
meaning and commitment to  th e  poker games as e x p l i c a t e d  by th e  pa r 
t i c i p a n t s .  L i n g u i s t i c ,  game, k i n e t i c ,  s o c i a l  and c u l t u r a l  codes are  
d e sc r ib e d  and analyzed  as n e s te d  h i e r a r c h i e s  of  meaningful s t r u c t u r e s  
in t h e  t h r e e  game environments .

The semant ic  domain o f  Bull Power e x p l i c a t e s  o p e ra t io n a l  p h i lo s o 
ph ie s  o f  two major p l a y e r  types  competing to  win money. Action and 
s t a t u s  t y p o lo g ie s  o f  Bull Power develop p a t t e r n s  f o r  so c ia l  and gam
ing i n t e r a c t i o n  wi th  r e f e r e n c e  to  the  bovine metaphor o f  b u l l s ,  
s t e e r s ,  h e i f e r s  and ca lv e s ,

Conclusions  o f  th e  s tudy  a r e  t h a t  two gaming environments share  a 
common symbol system although a c tu a l  play r e f le c t s  d i f f e r e n t i a l  
so c i a l  and e d u ca t io n a l  e x p e r i en c e ;  the  t h i r d  environment does not 
share t h e  system o r  q u a l i t y  o f  p l a y ,  which i s  d i s t i n c t  s ince  l e s s  
p r e s t i g e  i s  a t t a c h e d  to  com pet i t ion  and f i n a n c i a l  g a in .  A inedia- 
t i o n a l  c l a s s  o f  game personae  e x p l i c a t e s  an a e s t h e t i c ,  t r anscendan t  
q u a l i t y  o f  pure play  which c o n t r a s t s  w i th  game p lay  in the  th ree  
env ironments .
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PREFACE

The main t h e o r e t i c a l  i n s p i r a t i o n  f o r  t h i s  t h e s i s  i s  C l i f f o r d  

G e e r t z ' s  a n a l y t i c a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  th e  Bal inese  c o ck f ig h t  (Geertz 

1973).  Geer tz  s t r e s s e s  an i n t e r p r e t i v e  approach to  the  a n a l y s i s  o f  

c u l t u r e  which p rov ides  a "metasoc ia l  commentary" upon "reading"  ex p e r 

ience  o f  th e  members and by th e  members o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  c u l t u r e ;  "a 

s t o r y  they  t e l l  about  themselves"  (Geer tz  1973: 448).  Reading the  ex

p e r i e n c e s  o f  th e  Ba l inese  in  th e  gaming encounter  o f  the  c o c k f ig h t ,  

Geertz  ana lyzes  behav io r  as " c i r c l i n g  w i th in  bounded c u l t u r a l  forms 

in  sea rch  of  b roader  u n i t i e s  o f  the  B al inese  so c ia l  exper ience"  (Geer tz  

1973: 453).

As in  G e e r t z ' s  s tu d y ,  t h e  o b j e c t  o f  a n a ly s i s  and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  

in  t h i s  t h e s i s  i s  a gaming environment .  I chose to  i n t e r p r e t  poker 

games as they  occur  in t h r e e  downtown Missoula b a r s .  The poker game 

r e p r e s e n t s  what Goffman has c a l l e d  "a focused ga th e r in g  in  which the  

p a r t i c i p a n t s  a r e  engrossed  and i n t e r a c t i n g  w i th in  a p a r t i c u l a r  s e t t i n g "  

(Goffman 1961: 9 ) .  H e u r i s t i c a l l y  speak ing ,  the  poker  game i s  a micro

environment  w i th in  th e  bar  and r e p r e s e n t s  a s i t u a t i o n  designed by a 

s t r u c t u r e d  e t i q u e t t e ,  game meanings and game equipment.  The poker game 

i s  a d ram a tu rg ica l  even t  with  a e s t h e t i c  and o rg a n iz a t io n a l  p r o p e r t i e s  

which a r e  m o t iv a ted ,  s o c i a l l y  and p s y c h o lo g ic a l ly ,  by th e  p r o b a b i l i t y  

o f  a f a t e f u l  outcome. G e e r t z ' s  d i s c u s s io n  o f  "deep play" in  the



B al in ese  c o c k f ig h t  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  p s y ch o lo g ica l ly  t a n t a l i z i n g  in the 

dramat ic  c o n tex t  o f  a poker game. Deep p lay  r e p re se n t s  a c o n t r a s t  to  

u t i l i t a r i a n  behaviors  s ince  be ing in  over  your  head with more t o  lose  

than you can win a f f e c t s  a p l a y e r  in  h i s  s t a t u s e s  and r o l e s  invo lve

ment beyond m a te r i a l  and u t i l i t a r i a n  c o n s id e ra t io n s  (Geertz  1973:

432).

My i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  th e  poker game focuses  on " e x p l i c a t i n g  the  

e x p l i c a t i o n s "  o f  poker  p la y e r s  by unconvent ional ly  a s c r ib in g  proper

t i e s  and c o n ju n c t io n s  between a c t i o n s  and q u a l i t i e s  normally c lo thed  

in  o t h e r  s i g n i f y i n g  c o n tex t s  and r e f e r e n c e s  (Geertz 1973: 9 ,  447). 

Rather than  d e s c r ib e  f u n c t io n a l  mechanics o f  the  game, I exp lo re  soc ia l  

semant ics  as webs o f  s i g n i f i c a n c e  spun by the  dramat is  personae who 

a l s o  p a r t i c i p a t e  in  th e  symbolic framework o f  wider  s o c i e ty  (Geertz 

1973: 5;  Goffman 1961: 7 ) .  My i n t e r e s t  in  the  poker game as an 

a e s t h e t i c - d r a m a t i c  even t  n e c e s s i t a t e s  th e  d iscove ry  o f  s t y l i z e d  and 

e x p r e s s iv e  l i n g u i s t i c  behav io r  w i th in  the  gaming encoun te r ,  i . e . ,  

l i n g u i s t i c  behav io r  communicating c o n ten t s  and forms o f  innovat ive  

a c t i o n  and e x p re s s io n .  B l u f f i n g ,  ly in g  and chea t ing  a re  enac ted  as 

d ram a t ic  ex p re s s io n s  o f  "performing" beyond everyday l i f e .  Like the 

B a l in ese  c o c k f i g h t ,  t h e  poker game has immediate dramatic  shape,  meta

p h o r ic a l  c o n ten t  and a s o c i a l  con tex t  as an exp re ss ive  form (Geertz 

1973: 444) .

My i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  gaming encounte rs  r e p r e s e n t s  on a n a ly s i s  

o f  s o c i a l  behavior  as symbolic behav io r .  I s tu d ie d  whether th e se  

games have symbolic ex ten s io n s  an d /o r  t r a n s fo rm a t io n s  drawn from 

va lues  and goa ls  o f  wider s o c i e t y .  From exper ience  dur ing  the  p i l o t

v i



s tu d y ,  I d e l i b e r a t e l y  s e l e c t e d  t h r e e  bars  with  d e f i n i t e  so c ia l  groups 

t h a t  r e p r e s e n t  d i f f e r e n t i a l  g e n e r a t i o n a l ,  o c cu p a t io n a l ,  e d u c a t io n a l ,  

and sexual a t t i t u d e s  and va lues  o f  th e  p l a y e r s .  The comparison of  

th e s e  t h r e e  ba rs  in  r e l a t i o n  to  the  c o n tex t  of  va lues  espoused by th e  

American c u l t u r a l  complex formula ted  th e  following p o s s i b i l i t i e s :

1) What goes on a t  th e s e  e s tab l i sh m en ts  bears  no 

r e l a t i o n  to  the  l i v e s  and thoughts  o f  pa t rons  

in  t h e i r  everyday e x i s t e n c e .

2) Poker games and " rea l  l i f e "  a re  somehow r e l a t e d ,  

but p a t ro n s  o f  th e s e  t h r e e  bars  come from d i f f e r 

e n t  s o c i a l  m i l i e u  and consequent ly  t h i n k ,  a c t  and 

p lay  d i f f e r e n t l y .

3) Despite  th e  d i f f e r e n c e s  in  th e  p a t ro n s '  ages and 

s o c i a l  m i l i e u ,  t h e r e  i s  something t h a t  makes play  

a c t i v i t y  d i s t i n c t l y  a l i k e .  There i s  a common 

symbol system o p e ra t in g  f o r  the  pa t rons  o f  each 

o f  th e se  e s t a b l i s h m e n t s .

My t a s k  was t o  i d e n t i f y  r e f e r e n t s  and co n tex t s  o f  p lay  symbolism and 

to  d i s c o v e r  key themes,  meanings,  and commitments o f  th e  gaming exper

ience .  Meaning/form were analyzed  by the  i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  var ious  

ach ieved  s t a t u s e s  o f  p a r t i c i p a n t s ;  house owner-p layer ,  house p la y e r -  

s h i l l ,  house s t a t u s  p e r s o n - p l a y e r ,  s k i l l  sta tu s p e r s o n - p l a y e r .  and 

buffoon h i g h - s t a t u s  f r i e n d .  I c o n t r a s t  and compare s o c i a l  i n t e r 

a c t i o n  w i th  p a t ro n s  who e i t h e r  have no immediate connec t ion  with  the  

house o r  who a re  a t t e m p t in g  to  achieve  s t a t u s  and r e c o g n i t i o n  from 

the  house.  An i n t e r e s t i n g  component o f  th e  i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  p layer s

v i i



i s  the  l i n g u i s t i c  behav io r  o f  th e  d ram at is  pe rsonae . I . e . ,  how p a r 

t i c i p a n t s  and k i b b i t z e r s  manipu la te  speech f o r  s a t i s f y i n g  personal  and 

s o c i a l  ends .  Speech f u n c t io n s  as a means o f  symbol ica l ly  communicating 

s t a t u s  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  and m an ipu la t ing  th e  game.

T h e re fo re ,  an i n t e r p r e t i v e  approach co n ce n t ra t e s  on examining th e  

" p i l e d - u p  s t r u c t u r e s  o f  i n fe re n c e  and im p l ica t io n  through which an 

e thnographer  i s  c o n t i n u a l l y  t r y i n g  to  pick  h i s  way" (Geertz 1973: 7 ) .  

I f  I r e p o r t e d  only  t h a t  which th e  " r e h e a r s e r  ( p a r o d i s t ,  winker ,  

t w i t c h e r  . . . )  i s  doing ( ' r a p i d l y  c o n t r a c t i n g  his  r i g h t  e y e l i d s ' ) ,  my 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  the  a c t o r  would c o n s t i t u t e  what Ryle c a l l s  " th in  

d e s c r i p t i o n "  (Geer tz  1973: 7 ) .  I f  I r e p o r t e d  a nes ted  " h ie ra rch y  o f  

meaningful s t r u c t u r e s  in  terms o f  winks,  fake-winks ,  p a r o d ie s ,  r e 

h ea r sa l  o f  p a ro d ie s"  which a r e  enac ted  ( ' p r a c t i c i n g  a bur le sque  of  

a f r i e n d  fak ing  a wink t o  dece ive  an innocent  i n to  th in k in g  a con

s p i r a c y  i s  in  m o t i o n ' ) ,  my i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  the a c t o r  would c o n s t i 

t u t e  " th i c k  d e s c r i p t i o n "  (Geer tz  1973: 7 ) .  Through the  l i n g u i s t i c ,  

game, s o c i a l ,  c u l t u r a l  and k i n e t i c  codes o f  the  p lay  world ,  my i n t e r 

p r e t i v e  approach to  poker games c o n s t i t u t e s  th i c k  d e s c r i p t i o n ,  s ince  

I e x p lo re  h i e r a r c h i e s  o f  meaningful s t r u c t u r e s  of  th e se  codes in 

t h r e e  d i s t i n c t  p lay  environments .

v m
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CHAPTER I 

MODELS AND DISCUSSIONS

As my r e s e a rc h  began on th e  ph i lo soph ica l  con tex t  o f  p lay  sym

bolism,  I noted sev e ra l  models which, f o r  h e u r i s t i c  purposes ,  served 

as t h e o r e t i c a l  th read s  in my a n a l y s i s  and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  gaming 

encoun te rs .  These th re a d s  a r e  i n e x t r i c a b l y  interwoven th roughout  the  

f a b r i c  o f  f i e l d  ex per ience  and a re  e l a b o r a te d  most f u l l y  in  the  f o l 

lowing c h a p te r s .

I would l i k e  to  c o n c e n t r a t e  on th e  study o f  games with  r u le s  

(P i a g e t  1962),  concepts  about  p lay  (Huizinga 1955), and gaming 

encoun te rs  as d ram atu rg ica l  even ts  (Goffman 1961 and 1967).  Most 

o f  my p rocessua l  s ta t em en ts  a re  e l a b o r a t e d  from w r i t i n g s  o f  fo lk  

drama by Peacock (1968 and 1969). Sta tements  o f  drama which i n t e r 

p r e t  s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  i n t e r a c t i o n  and i t s  symbolism a re  based on 

works by Kenneth Burke (1957, 1958, 1962 and 1966) and acknowledg

ment o f  Manning's a n a l y s i s  o f  c lubs  in  Bermuda (Manning 1973).  

Analyses o f  s o c i a l  i n t e r a c t i o n  and c u l t u r a l  symbolism a re  d iscussed  

wi th  r e f e r e n c e  to  a c t i o n  f i e l d s  o f  dominant symbols (Turner 1967).  

F i n a l l y ,  th e  s o c i o l i n g u i s t i c  approaches a re  cogent f o r  th e  a n a ly s i s  

o f  l i n g u i s t i c - p a r a l i n g u i s t i c  manipu la t ion  o f  game a c t i o n  as well  as 

l e x i c a l  c lu e s  f o r  symbolism o f  the  p lay  world (Hymes 1962, 1964 and 

1974; Gumperz 1964; Will iams 1972; and A lb e r t  1964).

1



Games With Rules

Ear ly  in  my r e s e a r c h .  I n t e r e s t  and c u r i o s i t y  were s t im u la te d  by 

P i a g e t ' s  d i s c u s s io n  about th e  d e c l i n e  o f  symbolic p lay  as c o r r e l a t e d  

w i th  th e  e x t e n t  to  which a c h i l d  a t tem p ts  t o  a d j u s t  to  r e a l i t y  r a t h e r  

th an  t o  a s s i m i l a t e  i t ,  i . e . ,  how f a r  i m i t a t i o n  i s  in co rp o ra ted  in to  

i n t e l l i g e n t  and e f f e c t i v e  s o c i a l  a d a p ta t io n  (P iag e t  1962: 145).

P i a g e t  s t a t e s  t h a t  th e  i n v o lu t io n  o f  symbolic play does not occur in 

games wi th  r u l e s  which in c r e a s e  in  number, both a b s o l u t e l y  and r e l a 

t i v e l y ,  with  age ( P ia g e t  1962: 145). Since  psycholog ica l  and so c ia l  

s a t i s f a c t i o n s  a r e  l e g i t i m a t i z e d  by r u l e s  and c o n t r o l l e d  by a c o l l e c 

t i v e  d i s c i p l i n e  wi th  a code o f  honour and f a i r  p l a y ,  he concludes 

t h a t  games w i th  r u l e s  r e c o n c i l e  l u d i c  a s s i m i l a t i o n  with  th e  demands 

o f  s o c i a l  r e c i p r o c i t y  (P iag e t  1962: 168).

While in  agreement with  th e  idea  t h a t  r u l e s  a r e  s ig n p o s t s  of 

s o c i a l i z a t i o n ,  I do not regard  games with  r u l e s  devoid o f / o r  s u b s t i 

t u t i v e  f o r  symbolic p lay .  Symbolizing does not a r b i t r a r i l y  d isappea r  

wi th  t h e  advent of  r u l e s .  Symbolism i s  p a r t  and pa rce l  o f  the  en- 

s o c i a l i z a t i o n  to  a d u l t  va lues  and r u l e  making. Goffman (1961) s t a t e s  

t h a t  games have genera l  o r g a n iz a t i o n a l  p r o p e r t i e s  in c lu d in g  s o c i a l i z a 

t i o n  as a means o f  s a t i s f y i n g  pe rsona l  ends and as l a t e n t  and manifes t  

symbols o f  th e  s o c i e t y  (Goffman 1961: 9 ) .  Although games with  ru le s  

imply s o c i a l  r e c i p r o c i t y ,  they  a r e  no t  s o l e l y  determined by func t iona l  

r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  Games with  r u l e s  a r e  in f luenced  by a s e t  o f  symbolic

c o n te x t s  and r e f e r e n t s  which channel e x p ec ta t io n s  o f  means and goals

in  th e  a d u l t  world o f  p lay .  Symbols a re  " fo rces"  in  th e  f i e l d  of



so c ia l  i n t e r a c t i o n  (Turner 1967: 44) .  C u l t u r a l l y  dominant symbols 

co n d e n s e ,p o la r i z e  and un i fy  d i s p a r i t i e s  o f  so c ia l  exper ience  which 

become i n t e l l i g i b l e  and e x p l i c a b l e  (Turner 1967: 44).

Foil  o f  th e  Game and Socia l  I n t e r a c t i o n

Since  McLuhan d e sc r ib e s  poker  as an "express ion  o f  many com

plex  a t t i t u d e s  and unspoken va lues  o f  a compet i t ive  s o c i e t y , "  I r e 

sea rched  th e  e x p l i c a t i o n  o f  com pet i t ion  and s t a t u s  by in te rv iew in g  

d i f f e r e n t  s o c i a l  and g e n e r a t io n a l  groupings (McLuhan 1964; 240).

By ana ly z in g  s o c i a l  i n t e r a c t i o n  w i th in  an emerging symbolic frame

work, I hoped to  d i s c o v e r  s c r een s  e r e c te d  f o r  ins t rum ent ing  personal 

s a t i s f a c t i o n  and channe l ing  th e  "flow o f  s o c i a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  m a t te r  

in  th e  encounter"  (Goffman 1961: 73).  The f o i l  o f  the  poker game 

i s  man ifo ld ;  i t  i s  based on s t a t u s  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  g e n e ra t io n a l  and 

sexual membership, s k i l l ,  and th e  m an ipu la t ion  of  s o c i a l l y  and pe r 

s o n a l ly  s a t i s f y i n g  means.

McLuhan (1964) a l s o  sugges ts  t h a t  dur ing  per iods  o f  r a p id  so c ia l  

change,  s o c i a l  p r a c t i c e s  o f  one g e n e ra t io n  tend to  become c o d i f i e d  in 

t h e  games o f  t h e  n ex t  (McLuhan 1964: 239) .  I re sea rched  th e  p o s s i 

b i l i t y  o f  p rocessua l  s t a t e m e n t s ,  i . e . ,  whether in d iv id u a l i sm ,  competi

t i o n  and s t a t u s  had th e  same meaning f o r  gen e ra t io n a l  groupings  w i th in  

th e  games. I re sea rc h ed  what most b road ly  was being "played"  and how 

t h i s  was implemented.  I rioted th e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  com pet i t ion  and 

s t a t u s  w i th in  t h e  games as  r e l a t i n g  to  va lues  and goa ls  o f  wider s o c i 

e ty .



Poker Games: Adult  Play and Drama

Goffman (1961) s t a t e s  t h a t  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  have "neg lec ted  

to  develop an a n a l y t i c a l  view o f  fun and an a p p re c i a t i o n  o f  th e  l i g h t  

t h a t  fun throws on i n t e r a c t i o n  in genera l"  (Goffman 1961: 17).  The 

p lay  environment  i s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  as a s p a t i a l  s e p a r a t i o n  from every

day l i f e - - " a  c lo sed  space ,  m a t e r i a l l y  o r  i d e a l l y ,  and i n s i d e  t h i s  

space p lay  proceeds"  (Huizinga 1955: 19).  The macroenvironment of  

t h e  ba rs  o f f e r s  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o  s tudy  the  atmosphere and s e t t i n g  of  

an a d u l t  p lay  world .  Specia l  v i s u a l  and au ra l  con t r iv an ces  c r e a t e  an 

atmosphere o f  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  in  p lay .  I s tu d ie d  th e  a e s t h e t i c  form 

and c o n te n t  o f  p lay  w i th in  ba rs  and games not as e x i s t e n t i a l  d e s c r ip 

t i o n  l i m i t e d  t o  m a te r i a l  e f f e c t s  but shape wedded to  a so c ia l - s e m an t ic  

domain, a c o g n i t i v e  f i e l d .

In a d ram atu rg ica l  s en s e ,  games with  se l f - in v o lv em en t  with  

p robab le  f a t e f u l  outcome c o n s t i t u t e  th e  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  both comedy 

and t r a g e d y .  The poker game has a d i s t i n c t  physica l  and s p a t i a l  

o r i e n t a t i o n ,  an e t i q u e t t e  which des igns  the  raw s t r u c t u r e  f o r  " p l o t , "  

and l i n g u i s t i c  behav io r  with  s p e c ia l  ex p re s s iv e  s t y l e  and co n ten t s .

As s o c i a l  i n t e r a c t i o n  d eve lops ,  symbolic c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n s  and means 

were e n ac te d .  The gam e-re levan t  meanings a r e  usefu l  d i s g u i s e s  f o r  

"behind t h e s e  meanings,  th e  s e n t i m e n ta l ,  m a te r ia l  and e s t h e t i c  values 

s t e a l  i n t o  i n t e r a c t i o n ,  i n f u s in g  th e  game with  tones  o f  meaning th a t  

have no th ing  to  do w i th  th e  game bu t  the  encounte r"  (Goffman 1961: 

74) .  P lay ing  games w i th in  th e  poker game sugges ts  t h a t  p lay  i s  a 

r e - c r e a t i o n  o f  s o c i a l  forms and symbolic c o n s t r u c t i o n s .  Huizinga



(1955) s t a t e s  t h a t  p lay  i s  th e  "manipula t ion of images as conversions  

o f  r e a l i t y "  (Huizinga 1955: 4 ) .

As a d ram atu rg ica l  e v en t ,  poker  games a re  analyzed as an innova

t i v e ,  symbolic c o n te x t  f o r  r o l e  fo rm a t ion ,  e x p l i c a t i o n  and manipula t ion  

o f  c u l t u r o l o g i c a l l y  sanc t ioned  and s t ig m a t i z ed  s t a t u s e s .  I in tended 

to  d i s c e r n  whether  th e  dram aturg ica l  event o f  the poker game p resen ted :

1) an In fu s io n  of  s e r io u s n e ss  a t  the  "deep play" level  

o f  psycho log ica l  exper ience  and i f  "deep play" 

a l t e r e d  s o c i a l  i n t e r a c t i o n  and the d ramatic  form 

o f  game p la y in g ;

2) a c o n te x t  f o r  c r e a t i o n  o f  new so c ia l  p o s tu re s ,  

i . e . ,  a c o n te x t  f o r  viewing and enac t ing  sanc t ioned  

o r  s t ig m a t iz ed  s t a t u s e s ;

3) a dynamic m an ipu la t ion  o f  dramatic  fo rm s/con ten ts  

o f  s e t t i n g ,  a c t i o n  and climax by d i f f e r e n t  so c ia l  

groupings w i th in  th e  symbolic a c t i o n  f i e l d s ;

4) a t r a d i t i o n a l  model f o r  th e  emulation o f  younger 

p a r t i c i p a n t s ;

5) a dynamic s i t u a t i o n  in which th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  model 

might be t ransformed o r  rep laced  by a s h i f t  in  

s o c i a l  l o y a l t i e s  o f  the  younger  g e n e r a t io n ,  i . e . ,  

a new moral base f o r  l e g i t i m a t i z i n g  va lues  and 

a c t i o n s  (Peacock 1968: 196);

6) t r a n s i t i o n a l  and l im in a l  personae "be twix t  and 

between" s t a t u s e s  and va lues  o f  the  g en e ra t io n s



(Turner 1967: 98) ;

7) a d i s s o l u t i o n  o r  amalgam o f  c o g n i t i v e l y  d i s so n a n t  

va lues  focused on s t r a t i f i c a t i o n  and e g a l i t a r i a n 

ism ( F e s t i n g e r  1957: 180, 182, 187, 189, 191).

Play as Drama

Play  as drama no t  only  "p rope ls  people  toward a d e c i s io n  to 

a c t "  bu t  a l s o  o f f e r s  an o p p o r tu n i ty  t o  t i n k e r  with  symbolic form and 

c o n te n t  o f  s o c i a l  ex per ience  (Brecht  in  Peacock 1969: 172).  Play 

can be in s t rum en ta l  f o r  the  c r e a t i o n  o f  i n t e r p r e t i v e  i n s i g h t s ,  

he igh tened  moods and a c t i o n .  Play i s  a vo lun ta ry  and manipula t ive  

e x p e r ien c e .  Through so c ia l  i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  the  gaming encoun te r .

Homo ludens i s  merged wi th  Homo s i g n i f i c a n s  in th e  a s s i m i l a t i o n  and 

e x p e r ien ce  o f  s o c i a l l y  r e l e v a n t  symbols.  Social  f i c t i o n s  and images 

a r e  cap tu red  in  dominant symbols and a c t i o n  f i e l d s  t h a t  embrace d i f 

f e r e n t  s o c i a l  groupings  w i th in  a s o c i e t y .  Dominant symbols condense 

and u n i fy  s o c i a l  e x p e r i e n c e ,  however c o n t r a d i c t o r y  (Turner 1967: 40 

43 44 46) .  Both th e  bars  and th e  poker  games become dramatic  foci  

t h a t  behave more l i k e  prisms than m i r r o r s ,  i . e . ,  in  the  r e f r a c t i o n  of  

s o c i a l  d i a lo g u e s ,  monologues and choruses .

Function o f  I n t e r p r e t i v e  Anthropology

Like Burke’ s " l i t e r a r y  s p e c i e s "  i n t e r p r e t i v e  an thropology de

f i n e s  th e  e s s e n t i a l  c h a r a c t e r  o f  c u l t u r a l  forms by "p lac ing  d e f i n i 

t i o n s  o f  form in  a world o f  o t h e r  forms to  i l l u m in a te  both"  (Hymes 

in  Peacock 1967: xv) .  Symbolic a n a l y s i s  o f  c u l t u r a l  forms s t r i v e s



t o  " co n c r e t i z e "  s o c i a l  theo ry  and philosophy by d i s co v e r in g  meaningful 

behav io r  as e x p l i c a t e d  by the  people  themselves .  A common sense  ap

proach to  " read ing"  exper ience  o f  human behavio r  in c u l t u r a l  n a r r a t i v e s  

by and o f  th e  people  i s  t ransformed  i n to  an e x p re s s iv e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  

o f  meaningful behav ior  f o r  peop le .

Fieldwork

There a r e  some p rob lem at ic  i s su e s  which confron ted  me from the 

in c e p t io n  o f  t h i s  t h e s i s .  I w i l l  b r i e f l y  e l a b o r a t e  them in t h i s  s ec 

t i o n :  cho ice  o f  gaming environments ,  poker and th e  law, a n a l y s i s  of

a he terogeneous and dynamic f i e l d  s i t u a t i o n ,  and p a r t i  c i p a n t -o b se rv e r  

i n t e rv ie w in g  and t e s t i n g  o f  poker p la y e r s .

The s e l e c t i o n  o f  "The T r a d i t i o n a l  Poker Game in  Missoula" was 

no t  t e r r i b l y  d i f f i c u l t .  The Oxford Bar and Cafe r e p r e s e n t s  the  most 

enduring s e t  o f  game and s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  in  our  c o m u n i ty .  Poker 

games a t  th e  Oxford surv ived  both  "open" and underground per iods  before 

gambling was l e g a l i z e d  in the  S t a t e  o f  Montana. The Oxfordians are  

mainly  r e t i r e d  c o n s t r u c t i o n  workers ,  r a i l r o a d e r s  and ra n c h e r s ,  former 

and c u r r e n t  c i v i l  s e r v i c e  employees,  and s k i l l e d  l a b o r e r s .  Many of 

th e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  and k i b b i t z e r s  a r e  long- t im e  acqua in tances  and have 

played poker in  the  Oxford f o r  f i f t e e n  to  twenty y e a r s .

The second most im por tan t  poker game in  Missoula was o f f i c i a l l y  

o rgan ized  dur ing  th e  summer o f  1974 by an exper ienced  owner and his 

d e a l e r s  who were o r i g i n a l l y  a t t a c h e d  to  th e  management and pay ro l l  o f  

th e  Oxford.  The p a t ro n s  o f  t h e  Stockman Bar and game a re  a mixture
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o f  businessmen, u n i v e r s i t y  p ro f e s s o r s  and p ro f e s s io n a l  men, young men 

wi th  some c o l l e g e  e x p e r ien c e ,  and a few r e t i r e d  gentlemen who followed 

the  owner from th e  Oxford.

The t h i r d  s i g n i f i c a n t  game i s  a t  th e  Top Hat and was organized 

e a r l y  in  th e  f a l l  o f  1974. The game i s  managed by young people w i th in  

a c oun t ry  music ,  b lu e g ra s s  ba r  s e t t i n g .  The bar and game a re  pa t ron ized  

by the  younges t  crowd o f  th e  t h r e e  e s t a b l i s h m e n ts .  The Top H a t te rs  

appear  to  have a v a r i e t y  o f  fragmented educa t iona l  and occupationa l 

e x p e r ien c e .  Many emulate  a "h ip p ie "  l i f e  s t y l e .  Formerly the  Top Hat 

was a s t ro n g h o ld  o f  a costume jew e l ry  crowd s t r i v i n g  to  emulate upper- 

middle  c l a s s  ba r  p a t r o n s  o f  Missoula .  P o r t ions  o f  t h i s  c o lo r fu l  crowd 

s t i l l  p a t r o n i z e  the  Top Hat dur ing  th e  day and e a r l y  evening. Around 

n ine  o ' c l o c k ,  e s p e c i a l l y  when l i v e  country  and b lueg ra ss  music i s  p e r 

formed, th e  o l d e r  crowd s lowly  d r i f t s  ou t  and i s  rep laced  by " h ip p ie s , "  

u n i v e r s i t y  s t u d e n t s ,  and o t h e r  i n t e r e s t i n g  personae  o f  t h e  younger gen

e r a t i o n .

The overwhelming m a jo r i t y  o f  p l a y e r s  and k i b b i t z e r s  a t  a l l  th r e e  

bars  a r e  male.  I have observed one whiskey-voiced ,  middle-aged woman 

p lay  poker a t  t h e  Oxford.  The Stockman employs a charming and g re g a r 

ious  young woman who w i l l  s i t  in  th e  game a f t e r  he r  w a i t r e s s in g  d u t i e s  

a r e  f i n i s h e d  f o r  th e  evening s h i f t .  Only a few g i r l s ,  one in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  

p lay  a t  th e  Top Hat. The comely l a s s  a t  th e  Top Hat o c c a s io n a l ly  d e a l t  

ca rds  f o r  t h e  house;  she r e p re se n te d  the  most foxy and a l l u r i n g  woman 

o f  a l l  t h e  games. I l a t e r  l e a r n ed  t h a t  she l e f t  Missoula t o  become a 

poker d e a l e r  in  a n o r th e rn  Montana town.



s in c e  th e  d r a f t i n g  o f  th e  f i r s t  C o n s t i t u t i o n  f o r  the  S ta t e  o f  Mon

t a n a ,  gambling had been I l l e g a l .  Until  th e  Second C o n s t i t u t i o n a l  Conven

t i o n  and p u b l i c  referendum of  1972, poker had ap p a ren t ly  been t o l e r a t e d  

by th e  lo c a l  law enforcement agency which made sporad ic  "crack downs" 

and " spo t  checks" on th e  games. In 1968 th e  Attorney General f o r  the  

S t a t e  o f  Montana "read" th e  s t a t u t e s  l i t e r a l l y  and, w i th  due consc ience ,  

promoted a wide-sweeping enforcement o f  the  gambling laws. In 1968 the  

games went "underground" and were s e c r e t e d  from view in  basements and 

backrooms o f  b a r s .  My in formants  were q u i t e  r e l u c t a n t  t o  d ivu lge  much 

in fo rm a t ion  about t h i s  underground p e r io d ;  however, du r ing  the  months 

o f  f i e ld w o rk ,  I managed to  d i s c o v e r  th e  main underground games and some 

o f f s h o o t  networks and d i v e r s i f i c a t i o n s  o f  gambling a c t i v i t i e s .

At t h e  t ime o f  my p i l o t  s tudy  in  June ,  1974, th e  poker  games were 

on the  b r in k  o f  being o p e r a t i o n a l l y  l e g a l  accord ing to  S t a t e  and Ci ty  

laws, I had an o p p o r tu n i ty  to  w i tn e ss  the  response  o f  th e  community to  

p r o f e s s i o n a l  gambling,  the  a p p l i c a t i o n  and issuance  o f  d e a l e r  p e rm i ts ,  

th e  fo rm at ion  o f  a lobby group f o r  th e  expansion o f  l e g a l i z e d  gambling, 

th e  new s t a t u s  o f  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  o f  gambling,  and how l e g a l i z a t i o n  had 

a f f e c t e d  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  game a t  th e  Oxford.

Although t h i s  m a te r i a l  i s  given as a background s ta t em en t  in 

a d d i t i o n  t o  th e  c o n tex t  o f  p l a y ,  an indep th  t r e a tm e n t  o f  l e g a l i z a t i o n  

and i t s  e f f e c t s  on gambling a c t i v i t y  r e p r e s e n t s  an a re a  of  re sea rch  

beyond th e  scope o f  t h i s  paper .  Unlike G eer tz ,  my f i e l d  exper ience  

o f  gaming encoun te rs  p r e s e n t s  a dynamic s e t t i n g  and a heterogeneous 

mix ture  no t  only  o f  p a r t i c i p a n t s  but a l s o  s i t u a t i o n s  of  th e  micro-
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environments ,  commitment to  th e  games by th e  house as a f i n a n c i a l  

e n t e r p r i s e  and s o c i a l  ex per ience  o f  the  p a r t i c i p a n t s  in community 

a f f a i r s .  These f e a t u r e s  o f  t h e  poker games a re  complicated by the 

f a c t  t h a t  games r e f l e c t  d i f f e r e n t i a l  implementation and a t t r a c t i o n s  

f o r  c l i e n t e l e  because  o f  the  r e s p e c t i v e  owners'  personal  s t y l e s  and 

r u l e  making f o r  t a b l e  e t i q u e t t e .

In o rd e r  t o  remain as s e n s i t i v e  as p o s s ib le  to  the  dynamic 

s i t u a t i o n  p re sen te d  by both s o c i a l  groupings and l e g a l i z a t i o n , I  made 

no i n i t i a l  assumptions  o f  l o g i c a l  c o n s i s te n cy  between th e  th r e e  en

vironments  with  rega rds  to  e i t h e r  t h e  symbolic system or i t s  ac t ion  

f i e l d s .  I made no a p r i o r i  a t t e m p t  to  fo rce  i n d i v i d u a l ,  normative 

o r  i d e a t i o n a l  l e v e l s  o f  a n a l y s i s  i n to  isopo rph ic  c a t e g o r i e s  o r  con

t e x t s .  I hoped t o  a l low  th e  g r e a t e s t  l a t i t u d e  f o r  the  people  to  

speak and to  e x p la in  themselves .

Out o f  r e s p e c t  f o r  my v a r io u s  in fo rm an ts '  p r iv a c y ,  I w i l l  keep 

t h e i r  i d e n t i t i e s  anonymous. I had o r i g i n a l l y  wished to  tape  record 

th e  i n t e r v i e w s ,  games and th e  e l i c i t a t i o n  of  l i n g u i s t i c  m a te r i a l .  

However, th e  r e l u c t a n c e  and su sp ic io n  of  a v a s t  m a jo r i ty  of  p layers  

and owners—t h a t  t h e  t a p e  re c o rd in g s  rep re se n te d  a grave in t r u s io n  

on th e  games and t h e i r  p r i v a t e  l i v e s - - s c o t c h e d  a v a lu ab le  empir ica l  

too l  f o r  rechecking th e  f i e l d  d a ta .  Since the  m a te r i a l  involves  

in d iv id u a l  p lay  s t ra tegem s  and ana lyses  o f  f r i e n d s  and "enemies," 

s t a t u s  with  The Law and, i n  some c a s e s ,  ignorance  on th e  p a r t  o f  

r e l a t i v e s  and a s s o c i a t e s  o f  involvement in  th e  games, I d e f e r  to  

t h e i r  w ishes .
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I sp en t  t h r e e  months o f  i n t e n s i v e  ob se rv a t io n  dur ing  n ightt im e 

so jo u rn s  t o  th e se  t h r e e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t s  in  August, September, and e a r l y  

October .  During l a t e  October and November, Î spen t  more t ime in  t r a c k 

ing  down in formants  f o r  in t e r v i e w s .  I d iscovered  t h a t  most p layers  

would r a t h e r  be in fo rm a l ly  in te rv iew ed  during r e s t  p e r io d s ,  e i t h e r  

d u r ing  th e  day o r  between games a t  n ig h t .  Most were very  uneasy about 

be ing approached f o r  a formal in te rv iew in g  sess ion  so t h a t  most o f  the  

da ta  were compiled by memory dur ing  informal r e l a x a t i o n  pe r iods  and 

l e n g th y  o b s e r v a t io n  o f  th e  games. I took a notebook i n t o  the  f i e l d  

f o r  l i n g u i s t i c  d a ta  during t h e  months o f  December, Janua ry ,  and Feb

rua ry  t o  reco rd  l e x i c a l  and grammatical  c o n s t r u c t i o n s  f o r  symbolic and 

d ram a t ic  a n a ly s e s .

I a t tem pted  to  c r e a t e  a game s im u la t ion  with  s ix t e e n  d i f f e r e n t  

randomly d e a l t  hands.  I sp en t  hours ana lyz ing  p o s s ib l e  s t r a t e g i e s  

and moves t o  c ro s s -c h e ck  whether o r  no t  p layer s  were maximizing po

t e n t i a l s  in  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  p lay ing  s t y l e s .  I t r i e d  t o  p re s e n t  the  

s im u la t io n  in  formal in te rv ie w s  but was comple te ly  thwarted  by a lack  

o f  c o o p e r a t io n .  I a t t r i b u t e  t h i s  to  an unw i l l ingness  t o  "play" a g a in s t  

r i v a l  personae  and to  d i s c l o s e  ex ac t  s t ra tegem s enac ted  a g a in s t  s p e c i f i c  

p e r s o n a e . A f t e r  one informant  d i scussed  h i s  f r u s t r a t i o n  with  the  sim

u l a t e d  game, I r e a l i z e d  t h a t  th e  p re s su re s  and m an ipu la t ions  o f  p laying 

s t y l e s  were so c l o s e l y  geared  to  s e a t in g  arrangements and kinds of 

p la y e r s  t h a t  th e  s im u la t io n  was w o r th le s s .  When asked to  p lace  personae 

a t  the  t a b l e  in  a s p e c i f i c  arrangement  o f  h is  c h o ice ,  th e  informant 

ba lked aga in .  F i n a l l y ,  in  one s e s s i o n ,  th e  in formant d i s c lo se d  th a t
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he s e l e c t e d  h is  p lay ing  s t y l e  t o  c o n t r a s t  with  whomever faced  him as 

an opponent .  This could  change a t  any moment with  th e  i n f l u x  of  f r e sh  

p la y e r s  o r  th e  d e t e c t i o n  o f  h i s  c o v e r t  manipu la t ions  by h i s  opponents.  

The opponents would most probably  compensate by swi tch ing  t h e i r  s t y l e  

o f  p lay  to  co rn e r  t h e  s t r a t e g y .

I a l s o  made checks on t h e i r  everyday a c t i v i t y  as well as unusual 

e x p e r i e n c e s ,  l i k e  r a c e t r a c k  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  during th e  Western Montana 

S t a t e  F a i r ,  t o  d i s c o v e r  how many poker p la y e r s  were p lay ing  th e  pon ies ,  

c i r c u l a t i n g  a t  th e  r a c e t r a c k ,  b e t t i n g  o r  merely watch ing.

I n i t i a l l y ,  I wondered whether  being a woman would h inde r  f i e l d 

work in  an a lm o s t -e x c lu s iv e  male domain. Response to  my presence 

ranged from und isgu ised  b a i t i n g  to  c o o l ,  i n d i f f e r e n t  to l e r a n c e .  I 

r e c e iv e d  some s a r c a s t i c  a s i d e s ,  many ques t io n s  about  the  t h e s i s ,  and 

a few op in io n s  expressed  t h a t  "a woman d i d n ' t  and c o u l d n ' t  know a 

goddamn th in g  about poker p l a y in g , "  Although I exper ienced  a few 

t e n s e  and anxious  moments, most " r i t e s  o f  passage" developed in to  

humorous pa rod ie s  and c l i c h e s .  Respect was not earned  by pa ss iv e ly  

l u rk in g  in  th e  c o r n e r ,  s i n c e  I was immediately confron ted  with  the  

n e c e s s i t y  o f  becoming an a c t i v e  and voc i fe rous  k i b b i t z e r .  P a r t i c i p a 

t i o n  in  th e  games and my performance as a poker p l a y e r  were p ivo ta l  

f o r  any success  in  th e  f i e l d  exper ience  and commitment to  t h e i r  world.  

Being female d id  n o t  seem to  handicap  my r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  most o f  the  

gentlemen I met. In f a c t ,  on sev e ra l  o c ca s io n s ,  being a woman was d i s 

t i n c t l y  advantageous.



CHAPTER I I

MEANING AND COMMITMENT FOR THE EFFICACY OF MANHOOD

C u l tu ra l  a c t s ,  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n ,  apprehension 
and u t i l i z a t i o n  o f  symbolic forms, a r e  so c ia l  
e v en ts  l i k e  any o t h e r ;  they a r e  as p u b l i c  as 
marr iage  and as observab le  as a g r i c u l t u r e .

(Geer tz  1972: 168)

In "R e l ig ion  as a C u l tu ra l  System" Geertz s t a t e s  t h a t  a g roup 's  

e thos  i s  rendered  i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  rea sonab le  by being shown to  r e p r e s e n t  

a way o f  l i f e  adapted to  the  a c tu a l  s t a t e  o f  a f f a i r s  the  world view 

d e s c r i b e s ,  w hi le  th e  world view i s  rendered  emot iona l ly  convincing  by 

being p re s e n te d  as images o f  th e  ac tu a l  s t a t e  o f  a f f a i r s  p e c u l i a r l y  

well  a r ranged  to  accommodate such a way o f  l i f e  (Geertz 1972: 167).

The poker games r e p r e s e n t  i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  rea sonab le  and emot iona l ly  

convincing  s ta t em en ts  about t h e  American e n t r e p re n e u r ;  th e  house 

e n t e r p r i s e ,  s t r u c t u r e  and means t o  a c t u a t e  en t rep reneur i sm  in money 

making and r i s k  t a k in g ;  and American manhood w i th in  t h i s  system.

There a r e  moral and a e s t h e t i c  p re fe ren ces  o f  th e  poker game, 

imposed c o n d i t i o n s  o f  l i f e  i m p l i c i t  in  a world with  a p a r t i c u l a r  

s t r u c t u r e  and shape o f  r e a l i t y  (Geer tz  1972: 167). The poker game 

a l s o  su p p o r t s  b e l i e f s  by invoking deeply  f e l t  moral and a e s t h e t i c  

s en t im en ts  as  e x p e r i e n t i a l  ev idence  f o r  t h e i r  t r u t h s  (Geertz  1972: 

167) .  A system o f  symbols in  th e  poker game a c t s  to  e s t a b l i s h  pe r 

v a s iv e ,  l o n g - l a s t i n g  moods and m o t iva t ions  which a r e  c lo th ed  in

13



14

f a c t u a l i t y  t h a t  seems uniquely  r e a l i s t i c  f o r  a general  o rde r  o f  American 

l i f e  (Geer tz  1972: 167).  Symbols f a c i l i t a t e  the  r e p l i c a t i o n  o f  r e l e 

vant  exp e r ien ce  and a r e  e f f e c t i v e  ex p re ss io n s  o f  ongoing p rocesses  of  

s o c i a l  a c t i o n  ( F i r t h  1973: 169 261).  The poker games and the sym

b o l i c  systems o f  poker games a r e  dynamic,  i n t e r p r e t i v e  fo rce s  f o r  so c ia l  

i n t e r a c t i o n .

C o n s t e l l a t i o n s  o f  Meaning—A T h e o re t i c a l  Overview

Symbols a r e  e s p e c i a l l y  e f f e c t i v e  in  d i r e c t i n g  and i n s t i g a t i n g  

s o c i a l  and p sycho log ica l  a c t i o n  because they " s t r i k e  deeper and deeper 

in  the  r o o t s  o f  the  unconscious"  ( S a p i r  quoted by Turner  1957: 33),  

Symbols ju x ta p o s e  g r o s s l y  p h ys ica l  and s t r u c t u r a l l y  normative ex p e r i -  

iences  o f  s o c i a l  l i v i n g .  The economical condensation and m u l t i -  

r e f e r e n t i a l  n a tu re  o f  symbols produce a c t i o n  u n i t s ,  forms o f  s u b s t i t u 

t i v e  behav io r  f o r  d i r e c t  e x p re s s io n  and ready r e l e a s e  of  emotions 

(T urner ,  S a p i r  1957: 29).

Durkheim and For tes  no te  th e  p e c u l i a r  q u a l i t y  o f  moral impera

t i v e s  l i n k e d  wi th  d e s i r a b i l i t y  (Turner 1967: 30 and F i r th  1973: 168). 

Emotional s t im u l i  a r e  conver ted  to  r u l e s  s a t u r a t e d  with  emotion.  Sym

bols  merge t h e  s e n s o r y - o r e c t i c  and i d e o l o g i c a l - o b l i g a t o r y  modes of  

ex p e r ien c e  so " the  irksomeness  o f  moral c o n s t r a i n t  i s  transformed in to  

a love o f  v i r t u e "  (Turner 1967: 30) .  By unify ing  d i s p a r i t i e s  dominant 

symbols e f f e c t i v e l y  m erge /conver t  g ross  phys io log ica l  a t t r i b u t e s  with  

i d e o lo g ic a l  d i c t a  "as po le s  c l u s t e r e d  wi th  c o n t r a d i c t o r y  s i g n i f i c a t a "  

o f  s o c i a l  ex p er ience  (Turner 1967: 33).  Despite  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  of 

c o n te n t  which a r e  concealed in  th e  normative ,  pe r fo rm at ive  and
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i d e o lo g i c a l  b e h av io r s ,  dominant symbols emphasize harmony, i . e . ,  c l u s 

t e r i n g s  and c o n s t e l l a t i o n s  o f  meanings prov id ing  a v ia b le  a c t i o n  f i e l d  

w i th in  a c u l t u r a l  c o n t e x t .  C o n f l i c t  and h o s t i l i t i e s  a re  masked in  th e  

am b ig u i t i e s  and harmonies o f  dominant symbols.

R i t u a l i z a t i o n  o f  the  Play Environments

In a broad i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  games as  " r i t u a l s , "  poker games a re  

s o c i a l ,  c o o p e r a t iv e  a c t i v i t i e s  which express  a kind of  c r e a t i v i t y  and 

r e l a t e  men to  one an o th e r .  Games as " r i t u a l s "  p e r p e tu a te  "new and 

f r e s h  p e r s p e c t i v e s  as a means o f  innova t ion  to  r e l a t e  na tu re  o f  the  

s e l f  and o th e r s "  (Bocock 1974: 178-179).  Through symbolic m o b i l i z a 

t i o n s  o f  l i f e  meanings which a r e  s e l e c t e d  from th e  c u l t u r a l  l e x ic o n ,  

"meanings a r e  r e i n t e g r a t e d  a t  new symbolic l e v e l s  as a so c ia l  currency  

o f  communicative forms" (Munn 1971; 605).  Meanings a r e  given form 

and e x p re s s io n  o u t s id e  the  s u b j e c t i v e  exper ience  and apprehension o f  

th e  a c t o r  as e lements o f  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  (Munn 1971: 605).

R i tua l  a c t i o n  c r e a t e s  images e x p re s s iv e  o f  o rd e r  and d i s o r d e r  f o r  th e  

r e g u l a t i o n  o f  pe rsonal  and s o c i a l  exper ience  (Munn 1971: 605).

S i g n i f i c a n t  e lements  o f  a symbol 's  meanings r e l a t e  to  what i t  

does ,  and what i s  done to  i t ,  by whom and f o r  whom (Turner 1967: 46) .  

The poker game as a t o t a l  f i e l d  o f  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  has a s t r u c t u r e  

f o r  th e  groups who perform ,  o rg a n iz in g  p r i n c i p l e s  of  the  groups,  and 

dynamics o f  a l l i a n c e s  and f a c t i o n s  w i th in /be tween  groups.

With th e  l e g a l i z a t i o n  o f  poker,  game r u le s  a r e  implemented accord 

ing to  two major o rgan iz ing  p r i n c i p l e s :
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1) th e  t a b l e s  w i l l  be l i m i t e d  to  seven p layer s  and a 

house d e a l e r ,

2) t h e r e  w i l l  be no p o t  l a r g e r  than $100 f o r  any 

s i n g l e  hand.

Although f i v e  p la y e r s  can i n i t i a t e  a game, no more than seven people 

can p lay  a t  one t im e .  This was i n s t i t u t e d  to  p reven t  C in c inna t i  games,^ 

which d e c r ea se  t h e  number o f  ca rds  p e r  p l a y e r  in th e  draw and in c re a se  

showdowns pre-draw.  The po t  l i m i t  o f  $100 insu res  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o f  a 

g r e a t e r  number o f  people  o f  v a r io u s  f i n a n c i a l  backing. Formerly no

l i m i t  po t s  squeezed l i t t l e  men ou t  o f  th e  game e n t i r e l y .  During the  

underground e r a ,  i t  was not unusual to  f i n d  $3000 to  $5000 on the 

t a b l e  f o r  a hand. There a re  r u l e s  p reven t ing  p layer s  from borrowing 

from each o t h e r  dur ing  a hand in  p r o g r e s s ,  and conver t ing  checks to 

ch ip s  a t  th e  poker  t a b l e .  These r u l e s  a r e  designed to  p reven t  an 

u n f a i r  advantage  o f  o b ta in in g  money to  push someone out o f  th e  hand, 

and p a y ro l l  checks from being cashed and "wasted" on th e  games.

The house d e a l e r  manages a l l  money coming from the  p l a y e r s ,  the  

po t  s i z e ,  t h e  house 6 p e rc en t  r a k e - o f f  and change-making with  ch ips .

He c o n t r o l s  th e  e t i q u e t t e  o f  th e  game according  to  the  house r u le s  

and c i t y - s t a t e  laws. Since t h e  house d e a l e r  r a r e l y  d e a l s  hands,  un less  

r e q u e s te d  by a p l a y e r ,  everyone in the  game dea ls  hands and c a l l s  the

^C inc inna t i  games p o s i t i o n  more than seven p l a y e r s ,  f r e q u e n t ly  
as many as  t e n ,  around th e  poker t a b l e .

2
Any u n d e r l in e d  term i s  commonly used by p l a y e r s ,  managers and 

owners.  The r a k e - o f f  i s  determined with  each change o f  th e  sum o f  the  
po t .  Terms a r e  found in  the  g l o s s a r y .  Appendix A.
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game o f  h i s  cho ice .  The house d e a l e r  c o l l e c t s  a l l  d i s c a r d s ,  o f f i c i a t e s  

over  a l l  c u t s  and r e c u t s ,  and re p l a c e s  worn decks.  House d e a l e r  s h i f t s  

con t inue  f o r  t h r e e  hours on th e  average .  During breaks  from th e  t a b l e  

work, house d e a l e r s  a r e  employed to  run d r i n k s ,  smokes, and food to  the  

p la y e r s  s e a te d  a t  the  poker t a b l e .

All t h r e e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t s  l i s t  the  kinds of  games, r u l e s  and
O

amounts o f  buy- ins  on l a rg e  s i g n s .  The Oxford has two poker t a b l e s .  

Each t a b l e  has a s e t  o f  r u l e s  f o r  th e  kinds o f  games run a t  th e  t a b l e .  

Table I a t  the  Oxford runs  Lowball and Stud.  Oxford Table  I I  runs 

Lowball ,  Razz (a s i x - c a r d  v a r i a t i o n  o f  Lowball) ,  f i v e - c a r d  and seven- 

ca rd  Stud .  Oxford Table I has a r u l e  t h a t  s t a t e s ,  "You cannot pass 

and r a i s e , "  whi le  Table  I I  has no such r u l e .  The games and kinds o f  

a c t i o n  d i c t a t e  d i f f e r e n t  mechanics o f  pass ing  and r a i s i n g  a b e t .  You 

can check (pass )  and r a i s e  a t  any t ime in  games l i k e  Razz and seven- 

card  Stud when f l e x i b i l i t y  on incoming cards  and decis ion-m aking— 

b e t , check , f o ld  (drop o u t ) ,  and r a i s e —shape the  game with  each incom

ing  c a rd .  Table I has a h ig h e r  pe rcen tage  o f  o l d e r ,  exper ienced  

p l a y e r s .  Table  I I  u s u a l l y  has a mix ture  o f  p a t r o n s ,  th e  m a jo r i ty  of  

which a r e  younger men below s i x t y  y e a r s  o ld .  In th e  Oxford h ig h - s t a tu s  

personae  o f  th e  house p r e f e r  Table  I u n le s s  th e re  i s  heavy a c t i o n  ( l o t s  

o f  money) in  th e  game a t  Table  I I .  H ig h -s ta tu s  s k i l l  pe rsonae  vary 

p lay  between both t a b l e s  bu t  u s u a l l y  end up a t  Table  I .  There are  

s ign -up  boards  f o r  the  w a i t in g  l i s t s  o f  Tables I and I I .

3
To e n t e r  a game, a p l a y e r  must have an i n i t i a l  s t a k e  t o  buy 

i n t o  an open s e a t .
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Entry t o  a game i s  accomplished by t a k in g  an open s e a t  from some

one who has o f f i c i a l l y  l e f t  t h e  game o r  who allows a p l a y e r  to  use his 

s ta c k  o f  c h ip s .  P laye rs  can r e t a i n  a s e a t  but w i l l  be d e a l t  out  on 

s p e c i f i c  hands when th e  p l a y e r  chooses t o  e a t ,  d r in k  o r  leave  f o r  the  

j o h n .

Dyed-in- the-wool poker p l a y e r s  a t  both the  Oxford and Stockman 

p r e f e r  f i v e - c a r d  Stud— i t  i s  "The Poker Game." Stud r e p re s e n t s  the 

most s t r a t e g i c  game, p s y c h o lo g i c a l ly  and num er ica l ly .  The h ighes t  

hand wins a Stud game. Lowball i s  b e s t  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  as a p o s i t io n  

game in  which s k i l l f u l  p la y e r s  pick s e a t i n g  arrangements t o  manipulate 

t h e  p la y in g  s t y l e s  o f  th e  o t h e r  p l a y e r s .  A Lowball winning hand i s  

the  lowest  combinat ion o f  f i v e  cards  a f t e r  th e  draw. The lowest pos

s i b l e  combina tion from ace t o  f i v e  i s  c a l l e d  a whee l . Stud has one 

hole  ca rd  (concea led  face  down on the  t a b l e )  and fo u r  open c a r d s , face  

up on th e  t a b l e .  All  ca rds  in  Lowball a r e  in the  h o l e , concealed in 

the  p l a y e r s '  hands.  Both Stud and Lowball have one wild  c a r d ,  the  

j o k e r ,  which i s  c a l l e d  th e  bug. I t  f u n c t io n s  as an ace ,  and f i l l s  in 

a s t r a i g h t  o r  f l u s h  in  Stud. In Lowball,  th e  bug i s  used as any low 

ca rd .  High card /hand  opens th e  b e t t i n g  in  a Stud game, whi le  the  

p l a y e r  to  th e  l e f t  o f  th e  d e a l e r  in Lowball i s  r e q u i r e d  to  open b l i n d , 

i . e . ,  he does no t  see  h i s  c a r d s .  The b l in d  opener  p reven ts  hands from 

being thrown in  and produces  a house rake  per  hand.^ The gentleman in 

th e  dark  pu ts  up $1.00 be fo re  t h e  d e a l .  Another r u l e  a llows any p lay e r

^Blind  openers  a r e  a l s o  used in  f i v e - c a r d  High Draw, played only 
a t  t h e  Stockman and Top Hat,
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s e a te d  nex t  to  the  p l a y e r  j n  th e  dark t o  s t r a d d l e , which c o s t s  him 

$2 .00.  This f o r e s t a l l s  both p layers*  commitment to  b e t  s in ce  the  

a c t i o n  i s  passed around the  e n t i r e  t a b l e  and r e tu r n s  to  them fo r  

t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  d e c i s io n s .  This  i n su re s  f l e x i b i l i t y  in p o s i t i o n ; 

you buy p o s i t i o n  and conceal your  motives .

The Stockman runs  t h r e e  games a t  two t a b l e s .  Table I i s  u su a l ly  

th e  on ly  one in  p lay .  High Draw o f  f i v e  c a r d s .  Lowball,  and f i v e - c a r d  

Stud a r e  f e a t u r e d  wi th  s i m i l a r  r u l e s  on b e t t i n g  as th e  Oxford; s t r a d d l 

in g ,  check ing ,  and r a i s i n g  a re  p e rm i t t e d .  Both th e  Stockman and the 

Oxford have r u l e s  on b e t t i n g  a s e t  amount pe r  p a t  hand, hands t h a t  a re  

c inches  t o  win.  Table  I of each e s t a b l i s h m e n t  does not a l low slow 

b e t t i n g — checking and l a t e r  r a i s i n g .  I f  you should slow be t  a pa t  

hand, you lo s e  th e  a c t i o n  b e t . This i s  t o  p reven t  suckering in  of 

o t h e r  p l a y e r s  and c r e a t i n g  a h o s t i l e  game environment.  The house wants 

t o  a s s u r e  p a t ro n s  o f  a s p o r t i n g  chance,  "a game to  be p lay ed ,"  in 

t h e o r y ,  anyway.
g

Slow b e t t i n g , drunks and sc rew ba l l s  a re  not well  t o l e r a t e d  by 

p la y e r s  o r  managers o f  the se  e s t a b l i s h m e n t s .  Formerly drunks were 

a llowed t o  p lay  a t  t h e i r  own r i s k ,  bu t  managers g e n e r a l l y  s t a t e  t h a t  

drunks a r e  no t  now al lowed to  p lay  in th e  poker games. There i s  a 

f o lk  l e v e l  m o r a l i t y  o p e ra t in g  t h a t  i t  i s  wrong to  make money from 

drunken p a t ro n s  o r  t ak e  advantage  o f  t h e i r  p l i g h t .  This i s  most 

apparen t  wi th  l e g a l i z a t i o n  and a t tem p ts  to  "clean up th e  games."

5
Screwbal l  r e f e r s  to  two kinds o f  p l a y e r s - -o n e  p lays  every hand 

which i s  d e a l t  as a game s t r a t e g y ,  and th e  o th e r  i s  d i s r u p t i v e  and 
" n u t t y . "  The l a t t e r  i s  no t  wel l  l i k e d  and r a r e l y  i s  t o l e r a t e d .
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I t  appears  to  be a r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n  of  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  f o r  th e  houses.  

Another  r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n  i s  t h a t  drunks louse  up the  rhythm, flow and 

c o n c e n t r a t i o n  o f  th e  hands.  The Stockman i s  most r i g i d  on b a r r ing  

ungent lemanly conduct and r e f u s e s  e n t r y  to  people  who a re  well-known 

about town f o r  d i s h o n e s t  o r  d i s r u p t i v e  behavior .

The t h i r d  s e t  o f  poker games i s  p layed a t  th e  Top Hat. The 

Top Hat runs  Lowball ,  High Draw and both Stud games. The r u l e s  a re  

no t  as f u l l y  e l a b o r a t e d  as those  of  th e  Stockman and Oxford. Top 

H a t t e r s  a r e  g e n e r a l l y  most s u s p ic io u s  o f  anyone who does not belong 

to  t h e i r  g e n e r a t io n a l  grouping. They f e a r  narcs^  who might bus t  

( a r r e s t )  someone in  th e  game o r  k ib b i t z in g  f o r  using drugs.

The f a c t i o n s  and a l l i a n c e s  o f  th e  Oxford a re  based on longstanding  

involvement in  th e  card  games, horse  r a c i n g ,  sp o r t s  b e t t i n g  and o th e r  

gambling d i v e r s i f i c a t i o n s .  The Oxford house c o n s i s t s  o f  the  owners 

( b a r ,  r e s t a u r a n t ,  and games),  managers o f  poker,  £aji and keno,^ house 

s h i l l s ,  and h i g h - s t a t u s  f r i e n d s  who use house buy-ins  t o  p lay  in  poker 

games. During th e  underground e r a  from 1968 to  1974, many o f  these  

people  were engaged in  small  bus iness  networks ,  va r ious  duos and t r i o s ,  

which o p e ra ted  d i v e r s e  forms o f  gambling—alongs ide  o f ,  in  "cah o o ts " 

w i th ,  o r  in  o p p o s i t io n  to  th e  b ig  game owners.  Dealers and managers 

f o r  t h e  house a r e  well  schooled in house f i n a n c i a l  philosophy as well

^ P l a i n c l o t h e s  d e t e c t i v e s ,  u s u a l l y  from j u v e n i l e  d i v i s i o n ,  who 
i n v e s t i g a t e  n a r c o t i c s  v i o l a t i o n s .

^Pan i s  a rummy-type o f  c a rd  game which is  played in  th e  a f t e r 
noon by o l d e r  men and f o r  small  s t a k e s ,  u s u a l ly  t e n - c e n t  o r  twenty- 
f i v e - c e n t  c h ip s .  Keno i s  a b ingo- type  o f  game played by ba r  pa t rons  
and c o n t r o l l e d  by a manager.
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as th e  o p e ra t io n  o f  th e  games. The house d e a le r s  a re  mostly o lde r  

men a t  th e  Oxford,  one p a r t - t i m e  young person dea ls  a t  the  Stockman, 

and a l l  Top Hat d e a l e r s  a re  below the  age o f  t h i r t y - t h r e e .

Big a c t i o n  games can occur  any t ime with  th e  i n f l u x  o f  moneyed 

p la y e r s  (high r o l l e r s ) ,  f i s h  ( l i v e  ones who are  not p lay ing  f o r  the  

house) ,  o r  a congenia l  mix ture  o f  f r i e n d s  and money.

A p a r t  o f  th e  Oxford g ro u p - - th e  owner,  h is  d e a l e r s ,  and two 

s h i l l s —forms th e  Stockman game. The Stockman Bar and Res tauran t  

a r e  owned by a n o th e r  p a r ty  who r e n t s  space in  the back to  t h e  poker 

game owner. There i s  a c t i v e  o b s e r v a t io n  o f  the  games by people  c i r c 

u l a t i n g  between th e  Oxford and Stockman houses .  Dealers  and managers 

p a r t i c i p a t e  w i th in  and between e s ta b l i sh m e n ts  in a c t i v e  goss ip  n e t 

works .

I t  i s  g e n e r a l l y  agreed t h a t  the  b e s t  games in town a re  a t tached  

t o  a ba r  and r e s t a u r a n t .  Food and d r in k  keep p lay e r s  a t  th e  t a b l e  

f o r  lo n g e r  p e r io d s  o f  t ime. Oxfordians  have the  h ig h e s t  o v e r t  i n t e r e s t  

in  s p o r t s ;  r a c in g  forms and f o o t b a l l  "poop" shee ts  a r e  r e a d i l y  v i s i b l e .  

D iscuss ions  about b e t t i n g  s t r a t e g y  a r e  l i v e l y ;  some p la y e r s  pool 

f r a c t i o n a l  amounts with  house personae  to  c r e a t e  a l a r g e r  sum o f  cash 

used f o r  b e t t i n g  on horse  r a c e s .  A s p o r t s  wire i s  lo c a t e d  in  the  

Oxford b a r .  I t  churns  o u t  t i c k e r - t a p e d  r e s u l t s  of  th e  v a r ious  con

t e s t s  f o r  p o s t in g  on a l a rg e  sco reboard .

Each e s t a b l i s h m e n t  has i t s  own s t y l e  and i n t e n s i t y  o f  invo lve

ment in  gambling.  S ty l e  i s  shaped by th e  owner 's  and manager ' s  p re 

f e r e n ce s  and exp er ien ce  f o r  a t t r a c t i n g  c l i e n t e l e .  Managers a re  key
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wheels f o r  promoting th e  games and have a u t h o r i t y  t o  wie ld  on employ

ment d e c i s i o n s .  Each e s t a b l i s h m e n t  knows th e  o p e ra t io n  and ba s ic  

f i n a n c i a l  phi losophy o f  th e  o t h e r  games; what kinds of  p la y e r s  a re  

a t t r a c t e d  and th e  general  tone  o f  the  games as  moneymaking d ev ices .  

Most p l a y e r s  know an e s t a b l i s h m e n t ' s  re co rd  and i t s  t r e a tm e n t  of  cus

tom ers ,  how much money i s  needed f o r  e f f e c t i v e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  and what 

a c t i o n  t h e  management w i l l  t ak e  f o r  o r  a g a i n s t  a p l a y e r .

Each e s t a b l i s h m e n t  has a d e f i n i t e  r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n  f o r  th e  kinds 

o f  games p layed  in  i t s  a rena as well as those  games o u t s id e  i t s  j u r i s 

d i c t i o n .  The ambit ion and i n t e r e s t  o f  th e  house and s t a f f  i s  to  make 

money. How moneymaking i s  r a t i o n a l i z e d  by the  house owners and mana

gers  v a r i e s :

"Well ,  we make a l i t t l e  p r o f i t . "

"This i s  a big  b u s in e s s ,  an e x ten s iv e  o p e r a t i o n . "

"We prov ide  poker games which a re  r e c r e a t i o n a l . "

"We're n o t  ou t  t o  s k in  anybody."

" I ' v e  g o t  enough money from o th e r  sources .  I do 

t h i s  f o r  fu n ."

All e s t a b l i s h m e n t s  agree  t h a t  th e  $100 pot l i m i t  encourages more people 

to  p l a y - - " I t * s  a good t h i n g , " —a t  l e a s t  on the  s u r f a c e .

The games a t  th e  Oxford a r e  p layed r a p i d - f i r e  s t y l e  t o  insure  

very f a s t  hands and a good rake  on th e  games. The po ts  a r e  f r eq u e n t ly  

pushed t o  $100, even be fo re  th e  draw. The games a t  th e  Stockman a re  

l e s s  r a p i d ,  q u i e t e r ,  w i th  l e s s  money p e r  hand, and fewer $100 po ts .

The Top Hat has th e  lowest  buy- in  ($10) in  c o n t r a s t  to  t h e  Stockman
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and Oxford ($20) .  The Top H a t t e r s  u s u a l l y  have the  lowest  amount of 

money on the  t a b l e ,  fewes t  number o f  p l a y e r s  and very r a r e  $100 po ts .

Thematic C o n s t e l l a t i o n s  o f  th e  Poker Games

During my s t i n t  as p a r t i c i p a n t - o b s e r v e r ,  my r o l e  as a n a ly s t  

was t o  i n t e r p r e t  th e  p lay  environment in  terms o f  c u l t u r a l  themes and 

symbols exp ressed  w i th in  t h e  poker games. Cul tu ra l  themes have been 

used by Benedic t  (1932, 1934, 1946),  Bateson (1958),  and Geertz (1973) 

as a l i t e r a r y  dev ice  to  i n t e r p r e t  c u l t u r e  in  terms o f  i t s e l f ;  to  f i x  

a s p e c t s  o f  a d i s t i n c t i v e  etymology in fused  with  meanings t h a t  a re  c u l 

t u r e  s p e c i f i c .  C u l tu re  themes a r e  a n a l y t i c a l  concepts  der ived  from 

symbolic c o n s t r u c t s  of  th e  c u l t u r a l  p a r t i c i p a n t s .  My t a s k  as  an a ly s t  

was t o  d i s c o v e r  a system o f  symbols t h a t  e l ab o ra te d  a world with  a 

p a r t i c u l a r  s t r u c t u r e  and shape o f  r e a l i t y .

As my f ie ldw ork  p rog res sed  I d iscove red  bundled c o n s t e l l a t i o n s  

of  meaning and a c t i o n  in  th e  poker  games which cen te red  around a gen

e r a l  p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  American l i f e ;  f i n a n c i a l  success  as a key p r e s t i g e  

f a c t o r  f o r  an i n d i v i d u a l ' s  performance o f  s t a t u s  w i th in  th e  American 

community. The most f r e q u e n t ly  ment ioned, enacted o r  a l lu d e d  to  

them at ic  c o n te n t  o f  th e  games i s :  making o r  lo s ing  money, how to

i n t i m i d a t e  p l a y e r s  and no t  be i n t im i d a t e d  y o u r s e l f ,  m anipu la t ion  by 

d e c e i t ,  and sexual  i d e n t i t y ,  i . e . ,  what c o n s t i t u t e s  su ccess fu l  man

hood in  American l i f e ,  I a l s o  b r i e f l y  resea rched  th e  o r i g i n  o f  poker 

as a un ique ly  American s y n th e s i s  o f  s ev e ra l  fo re ig n  imports  o f  the  

n in e t e e n th  c en tu ry .  I t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  to  note  the  l i n g u i s t i c  dé r iv a -
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t i v e s  from which poker o r i g i n a t e d .

About 1837 th e  52-card  deck o r i g i n a t e d  in  a combination of  as n a s , 

which was brought to  New Orleans  by Pe rs ian  s a i l o r s ,  and poque ( b l u f f ) ,  

a card  game played by e a r l y  French s e t t l e r s  o f  Louisiana (S te ig  1972: 

11).  Poque had a 32-card  deck, w hi le  as nas used twenty cards  comprising 

fo u r  s u i t s  w i th  e q u iv a l e n t s  o f  our  Aces, Kings,  Queens, Jacks  and Tens 

(S te ig  1972: 11).  Poque was r e f i n e d  and improved by Americans with  

ideas  in c o rp o ra te d  from Engl ish  b r a g , German pochen ( to  b e a t ) ,  I t a l i a n  

primero ( f i r s t ) , ^  and French g i l e t  ( v e s t ;  fam. b readbaske t ;  id io m a t ic ,  

se  r e m p l i r  l e  g i l e t , to  s t u f f  o n e s e l f )  (S te ig  1972: 12).  Northerners  

c a r r i e d  th e  game back up th e  M is s i s s ip p i  River where Engl ish  speakers  

mispronounced i t  "poker" (S t e i g  1972: 12).  About the  time o f  the  

C iv i l  War modern draw poker got i t s  s t a r t ,  and during th e  1870 's  Stud 

superseded  i t s  p o p u l a r i t y  (S te ig  1972: 12) .  D esc r ip t ive  l i n g u i s t i c  

c o n ten t s  unde rsco re :  b l u f f i n g ,  b ragg ing ,  being f i r s t ,  and s t u f f i n g  

o n e ' s  v e s t ,  which express  c u r r e n t  themes o f  winning, l y i n g ,  and b o a s t 

ing w hi le  b ea t in g  someone in  poker .

Most p l a y e r s  vo ice  op in ions  t h a t  t o  be a good poker p l a y e r  one

O
Upon read ing  S t e i g ,  I had a hunch t h a t  primero meant " f i r s t "  

bu t  was m is sp e l l e d .  A f t e r  checking an I t a l i a n  d i c t i o n a r y ,  t h i s  su s 
p ic io n  was confi rmed. Through c o n v e r sa t io n s  with a l i n g u i s t ,  Tony 
M at t in a ,  who has p layed  th e  game, and Dr. Dominic O r t i s i ,  p r o f e s s o r  
o f  I t a l i a n  (both  gentlemen a re  from th e  Department o f  Foreign Lan
guages a t  the  U n iv e r s i ty  o f  Montana),  I d iscovered  t h a t  the  s p e l l i n g  
was p r i m i e r a . They agreed t h a t  t h i s  word means " f i r s t "  o r  " fo rem os t ."  
Dr. O r t i s i  s a id  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a s i x t e e n t h  century  l i t e r a r y  genre ,  
c a p i t o l o , in  which th e  poe t  wastes  h is  t ime w r i t i n g  a t  great leng th  
about an i n s i g n i f i c a n t  s u b j e c t ,  f r e q u e n t l y  inc lud ing  o b s c e n i t i e s .
One o f  th e  most famous c a p i t o l o  i s  d ed ica ted  to  p r i m i e r a .
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must be capab le  o f  su b te r fu g e  and ly in g .  Camouflaging th e  co n ten ts  o f  

th e  hand and d ecep t iv e  s t r a t e g i e s  a r e  accomplished by va r ious  means of  

l y i n g ,  from " s i n s  o f  omission" t o  o u t r i g h t  m is r e p r e se n ta t i o n .  Lying 

r e q u i r e s  a g r e a t  deal  o f  s k i l l  and p a t i e n c e  to  perform well w i th in  th e  

poker  game. I o f t e n  h e a r ,  "All poker p l a y e r s  are  r ea l  good l i a r s . "  

S k i l l f u l  m an ipu la t ion  o f  decep t ion  can pay o f f  i f  a p la y e r  has a good 

sense  o f  t iming and knowledge o f  how p la y e r s  w i l l  r e a c t  to  h i s  ru se .  

Deception may a l s o  t a k e  th e  form o f  c h e a t i n g ,  which i s  sometimes u t i 

l i z e d ,  though a t  g r e a t  r i s k ;  cr imping  (bending corners  or  rounding 

th e  backs o f  cards  by cupping them in  th e  hand),  n a i l i n g  (marking th e  

s id e s  o f  th e  ca rds  with  a f i n g e r n a i l  g a sh ) ,  s p o t t i n g  (smearing a fo re ig n  

subs tance  l i k e  g re a se  o r  w a te r  on the  c a r d ' s  back) ,  shaving ( th inn ing  

th e  borders  o f  th e  c a r d s ) ,  and peek ing (e y e b a l l in g  someone's hand).^ 

Cheat ing i s  l e a s t  t o l e r a t e d  a t  th e  Stockman. Clever house d e a le r s  a t  

the  Oxford w i l l  d e t e c t  n a i l i n g  and mark up the  r e s t  of  the  cards  o r  

crimp th e  r e s t  o f  th e  deck to  sp o i l  a "sys tem."  Most d e a l e r s  w i l l  

simply r e p l a c e  a deck t h a t  i s  su sp e c t .  I t  i s  not unusual f o r  a p lay e r  

t o  ask f o r  a c lean  deck.

I n t i m id a t io n  i s  a n o th e r  key focus f o r  thematic  c o n ten t  of  poker 

games. Many t imes I heard th e  fo l lowing  phrases :

These terms were ob ta in ed  from Mahigel and Stone (1971; 40-45) 
bu t  a r e  used by Montana p l a y e r s .  As one might guess ,  t h e s e  terms a re  
r a r e l y  used dur ing  th e  games, bu t  c o n v e r sa t io n s  i n i t i a t e d  about a 
p rev ious  n i g h t ' s  game might j u s t  touch on claims o f  c h e a t in g ,  s p o t t i n g  
s u s p ic io u s  b eh av io r ,  o r  response  to  a c h e a t e r .  House d e a l e r s  know 
t e l l t a l e  c lu e s  t o  d e t e c t  c h e a t e r s .  Each house has i t s  method o f  app ly 
ing p r e s s u r e  o r  removing a c h e a t e r  from a game. Sometimes p layer s  w i l l  
expose a c h e a t e r ,  bu t  t h i s  i s  r a r e .
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"You sca red  me!"

" I 'm  a f r a i d  o f  t h a t  hand."

"I was sca red  by your  hand."

"That hand s ca re s  me."

"No help  h e r e . "  ( r e f e r r i n g  to  a Stud hand when poor
ca rd s  have been d e a l t )

"I l o s t  c o n t r o l . "

"He runs s c a r e d . "

These ph rases  demonstra te  responses  t o  th r e a t e n i n g  s i t u a t i o n s  which 

c a l l  f o r  r i s k y  dec is ion-m ak ing ,  u s u a l l y  culmina t ing  in a p l a y e r ' s  fo ld  

o r  d e f e a t .  Sometimes p la y e r s  w i l l  d e l i b e r a t e l y  t a k e  r i s k s  by o u t la n d ish  

b e t t i n g  and r a i s i n g  to  fo r c e  a n o th e r  p l a y e r  t o  fo ld  p rem ature ly—running 

s c a r e d . This phrase  i s  d i r e c t e d  no t  on ly  a t  the  p la y e r  who ran but 

a l s o  th e  b e t t o r  who may not have had enough f a i t h  in the  hand to  r i s k  

a showdown. In t im id a t io n  can t a k e  th e  form of  verbal t a u n t s ,  d i s r u p 

t i v e  c h a t t e r , a show o f  fo r c e  and c on f idence ,  speeding o r  slowing the  

rhythm o f  the  game to  boost  t e n s i o n ,  o r  s u b t l e  k i n e t i c  movements. 

Shoulder  b lock ing  ( tu r n in g  one shou lder  inward to  block th e  view of 

a n o th e r  p l a y e r ) ,  t u r n i n g  your back on someone (an ignor ing  p o s t u r e ) ,  

s h u f f l i n g  f e e t ,  lean ing  forward o r  backward in  your c h a i r ,  s t r e t c h i n g ,  

yawning, o r  o t h e r  d i s p l a y s  o f  boredom can r a t t l e  a p l a y e r  who i s  t r y i n g  

to  d ec ide  what t o  do. P re tend ing  t h a t  you a re  i n t im id a te d ,  and in d e c i 

s iv e  by s h e e p i s h ly  c a l l i n g  r a i s e s ,  a l though  holding a good hand, works 

to  your  advan tage .  I t  can make ano ther  p la y e r  unde res t im a te  your hand 

and become o v e rco n f id en t  or  c a r e l e s s .  No one a c t  o f  in t im i d a t i o n  or
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ly in g  can be used r e p e a t e d ly  w i th in  a game, f o r  someone w i l l  su re ly  

read your  system and d es t ro y  th e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of  the  ru se .

Moneymaking and r i s k  t a k in g  permeate th e  game a c t i o n  and game 

c h a t t e r .  Phys ica l  a c t i o n  o f  c o n s t a n t l y  m anipu la t ing  chips  during the 

game— s t a c k i n g ,  f o n d l i n g ,  o r  a r ra n g in g  "towers" o f  the  d i f f e r e n t  

denominat ions  o f  c h i p s — i s  a f r e q u e n t  occurrence  in  a l l  e s ta b l i sh m e n ts .  

Many t imes th e  arrangement o f  ch ips  i s  th e  h ig h e s t  value a t  the  bottom 

o f  th e  s t a c k ,  whi le  tw e n ty - f iv e  cen t  c h i p s ,  which a r e  used mostly in 

the  a n t e , s i t  a top  th e  s t ac k s  f o r  f l i p p i n g  in to  th e  p o t .  There a re  

d i f f e r e n t  arrangements  o f  c h ip s ,  but " towers" a re  the  most p r e v a le n t .  

F l ip p in g  money i n t o  th e  p o t ,  r i p p l i n g  o r  fanning o f  chips  by d e a le r s  

and p l a y e r s  f o r  quick  v i su a l  c o u n t s ,  scooping up the  r a k e - o f f ,  and 

prodding  th e  slow p l a y e r s  to  g e t  with  th e  a c t i o n  focus  a g r e a t  deal 

o f  a r i t h m e t i c a l  a t t e n t i o n  on th e  flow o f  th e  game. A r i thm et ic  i s  not, 

only s tu d i e d  p e r  b e t  bu t  a l s o  f o r  ba lanc ing  pot odds , i . e . ,  p o s s ib le  

v i c t o r y  o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  hand a g a i n s t  o n e ' s  investment in  the  po t .  I f  

a p l a y e r  can a f f o r d  to  r i s k  a hand, i f  a p la y e r  has kicked in  a c e r t a i n  

p e rc e n t  o f  th e  p o t ,  and i f  enough p l a y e r s  have fo lded  bu t  the  pot i s  

big  enough to  g u a ran tee  a good r e t u r n ,  he w i l l  see th e  hand to  a show

down o r  even fo r c e  th e  remaining p la y e r s  to  f o ld .  In Stud one has a 

b e t t e r  chance to  an a lyze  opponents '  case  cards  by s u b t r a c t i n g  the  s u i t s  

and denominations  l e f t  to  complete a winning hand. In Stud the  hole 

card  f u n c t io n s  as a "come on ,"  and t h e r e  a r e  o p p o r tu n i t i e s  f o r  b lu f f in g  

and p u l l i n g  more money in to  th e  p o t .  " Pay to  see me," causes  more card  

chas ing  in  hopes t h a t  one might ca tch  a winning hand on th e  draw. Many
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t imes p la y e r s  s ay ,  "There a re  no s econd-bes t  hands,  only  one winner ."  

However, winning hands a r e  not  always the  b e s t  hands d e a l t  s ince  ly ing 

and i n t i m i d a t i o n  a r e  used to  push opponents ou t  o f  th e  a c t i o n .  When 

ques t ioned  why people  p lay  poker ,  the  most f r eq u e n t  and i n i t i a l  response 

was, "To make money."

Sexual themes a r e  v e r b a l i z e d  in myriad ways f o r  d e f i n i t e  purposes.  

Swearing,  verbal and k i n e t i c  o b s c e n i t i e s ,  "blue idioms" and double 

e n t r e n d r e s  in c re a s e  t e n s io n  in  th e  games, d i s t r a c t  p l a y e r s '  c o n cen t ra 

t i o n  o r  need le  someone's manhood. Personal sexual a c t i v i t y  o r  i d e n t i t y  

a r e  most o f t e n  ban te red  about behind a p l a y e r ' s  back. "Needing th e  

l i t t l e  v/oman," being a t t r a c t e d  to  o r  involved in the  domestic scene ,  

a r e  most f r e q u e n t ly  heard as j i b e s  a t  th e  Oxford. Manhood i s  a prime 

t a r g e t  f o r  u p s e t t i n g  th e  apple  c a r t  dur ing  the  games, e s p e c i a l l y  i f  

t h e r e  i s  a female p r e s e n t .  Oxfordians  a re  th e  most wary o f  a woman's 

presence  near  th e  gaming t a b l e s .  T h e re fo re ,  during the  f i r s t  few weeks 

o f  f i e ld w o rk ,  my e n t r a n c e  was announced in  a very loud voice  by high- 

s t a t u s ,  Oxford house personae .  I was c o n s t a n t ly  ques t ioned :

"D oesn ' t  t h i s  language bo th e r  you?"

"Poker p la y e r s  swear a l o t .  Hey, whaddya th in k  o f  t h a t ? "

"Shut up,  t h e r e ' s  a lady  p r e s e n t . "

"Hey, come s i t  over h e re ,  th e  language, you know. . . . "

Often t imes  th e s e  s ta t em en ts  were followed by ga les  o f  r i b a l d  l a u g h te r .

At t h e  Stockman, t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  between men and boys i s  used more f r e 

q u e n t ly  t o  d e l i n e a t e  the  p o s i t i v e  a sp e c t s  o f  manhood and to  r i d i c u l e
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t h e  in ex p e r ien ce  o f  y o u t h T h e  rawest language i s  heard a t  Table II 

of  th e  Oxford where t h e r e  i s  t h e  most ag g re s s iv e  b e t t i n g  on h ig h - r i sk  

games as well  as th e  h e a v i e s t  d r in k in g  o f  a l l  t a b l e s  in th e  games.

At th e  Top Hat and with  younger  b a r  p a t r o n s ,  sexual i d e n t i t y  and d i s 

cu ss io n s  a r e  more e x p lo r a to r y .  D e f in i t i o n s  o f  sexual r o l e s  and s o r t i n g  

d i s s o n a n t  c r i t e r i a  l i k e ,  what does i t  mean to  be: a jock  (an a t h l e t e ) ,

a l i b e r a t e d  woman (no a t tachm ent  to  a s i n g l e  lo v e r  o r  a l e s b i a n ) ,  £  

cu te  a ss  (a homosexual) ,  u p t i g h t  o r  hung-up (presumably l i k e  th e  o ld e r  

g e n e r a t i o n ) ,  o r  involved  in  a t r i a l  m arr iage  or  d ivorce  proceedings .

Often personal  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  o f  Top H a t te r s  a re  d i scussed  by explo r ing  

o n e ' s  s o c i a l  r o l e s  and i d e n t i t i e s  w i th in  th e  peer  group as c o n t r a s t e d  

wi th  a d u l t  r o l e s .

The Oxfordians  have th e  most d e f i n i t e  con ten t  o f  "being manly," 

i . e . ,  being a g g r e s s i v e ,  in  command o f  o n e s e l f  and o t h e r s ,  having 

p h ys ica l  prowess ( in  th e  p a s t  o r  the  p r e s e n t ) ,  making money, holding 

l i q u o r  w e l l ,  and d i s p l a y in g  shrewd, independent behav ior .  The Stockman 

p l a y e r s  have th e  l e a s t  o v e r t  d i s c u s s io n s  o r  a c t i o n s  concern ing sex,  

ex cep t  f o r  one p l a y e r  who s p i r i t s  some b a n te r in g  s in ce  he i s  a manager 

o f  a f i l m  t h e a t e r  t h a t  shows X -ra ted  f i lm s  e x c lu s iv e ly .  At the  Stock

man, sexual t o p i c s  a r e  i n f r e q u e n t ,  i f  mentioned a t  a l l .  They are  low- 

keyed, s u b t l e  e x p re s s io n s  which a re  seldom used f o r  r i d i c u l i n g  a 

p l a y e r ,  s ince  s k i l l f u l / n o n s k i l l e d  gamesmanship i s  more p e r t i n e n t  fo r  

judg ing  th e  p l a y e r ' s  performance.  In a l l  t h r e e  e s t a b l i s h m e n ts  p r o s t i 

t u t i o n  and pimping, showing porno f l i c k s  o r  d i sp la y in g  "unusual"  i n t e r e s t

l^One o l d e r  gentleman r ib b ed  a young p a r t i c i p a n t  by say ing ,  "Look 
a t  th e  kid  on a cha in .  Pull  h i s  s t r i n g  and watch him move,"
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in th e  female o r  male body a re  g e n e r a l ly  s t i g m a t i c  t o p i c s  and tabooed 

s o c i a l  behav io r .  Those engaged in  such a c t i v i t i e s  provoke r i d i c u l e  

and moral i n d i g n a t i o n ,  o f t e n  expressed  behind the  o f f e n d e r ' s  back.

A " t r a n s a c t i o n a l "  s t y l e  o f  speech with  sexual emphasis i s  mainly 

used f o r  a b s t r a c t  r a t h e r  than p e r s o n a l l y - d i r e c t e d  e p i t h e t s  (Gumperz 

1970: 303-305) .  Sexual w o rd s / id e a s /b e h av io r s  most o f te n  express  

d i s g u s t  and f r u s t r a t i o n  f o r  c a tch in g  poor hands,  botched s t r a t e g y ,  

o r  d i s p l a c e d  anger a f t e r  a l o s s .

"Fuck you very much." ( r e v e r s a l  o f  thank you very much
was used a f t e r  ca tch ing  a poor 
hand from th e  d e a le r )

" S o n - o f - a - b i t c h ! " o r  "Mother Fucker!" (n o n -d i re c te d ,
exclamatory)

" I ' v e  been s u ck in '  hind ass  a l l  n i g h t . "  (n o n - d i re c te d ,
exclamatory)

" T h a t ' s  a 96 o r  a 69 ."  (D e sc r ip t io n  o f  a Lowball hand)

" T h a t ' s  g e t t i n g  jacked  o f f . "  (D esc r ip t io n  o f  a messed
hand o r  a p a i r  o f  ja ck s  
beaten  by a h igher  hand)

Whenever a p e r s o n a l l y - d i r e c t e d  i n s u l t  f lew ,  ("you s o n - o f - a - b i t c h ! " ) ,  i t  

was u s u a l l y  met w i th  l a u g h t e r  and a s e c r e t  sense  of  s a t i s f a c t i o n  t h a t  

th e  " s o n - o f - a - b i t c h "  go t  "someone's g o a t . "  The second person s i n g u l a r ,  

y ou , i s  most f r e q u e n t l y  heard a t  t h e  Oxford and much l e s s  a t  th e  Stock

man. The second person p l u r a l ,  y o u , can be d i r e c t e d  to  a po r t io n  of 

a c t i v e  p l a y e r s  o r  t h e  e n t i r e  t a b l e ,  but t h i s  i s  r a r e .  I only  heard 

t h i s  once dur ing  a temper tan t rum by a poor l o s e r  a t  the  Stockman and 

only  two o r  t h r e e  t imes  in  j e s t  a t  th e  Oxford.

Response t o  my presence  as a woman ob se rv e r  was v a r i e d :  the



31

most s h e l t e r i n g  by Oxford s t a t u s  personae ;  most avoidance or  f u r t i v e  

eye c o n t a c t ,  Oxford ians ;  most c u r i o s i t y  about a woman s tudying  poker,  

Oxford ians  and Stockmen; s e r io u s  p ro p o s i t i o n in g ,  Oxford ians ;  t e a s in g  

and f l i r t i n g ,  Oxford ians  and Stockmen; e a r l i e s t  i n v i t a t i o n  to  p lay .  

Stockmen and Top H a t t e r s .  The most t e r r i t o r i a l  a l i g n i n g ,  "Hey, Lady 

Luck, come over  here  and s i t  behind me," took p lace  a t  th e  Oxford.

The most genuine i n t e r e s t ,  f r i e n d l i n e s s  and in c lu s io n  in th e  game 

r i t u a l s  took  p la ce  a t  th e  Stockman. The Top H a t te r s  were most q u i e t l y  

amused o r  ignored  my presence .  They never d i r e c t e d  any s ex - l inked  

t o p i c s  a t  me and were th e  most s u sp ic io u s  o f  me as a so c ia l  s c i e n t i s t .  

I a t t r i b u t e  t h e s e  v a r i e d  r e a c t i o n s  to  my age ,  i . e . ,  I am younger than 

most o f  th e  Oxford ians  and Stockmen bu t  o ld e r  than a l l  Top H a t t e r s .

The Top H a t t e r s  were most "hip"  on my educa t iona l  s t a t u s  and informa

t i o n  about  th e  f i e l d  o f  an thropology.

Post-mortems on hands,  analyzed by p layer s  dur ing  the  game and 

most o f t e n  th e  n i g h t  a f t e r  t h e  game, a r e  most r e v e a l in g .  The to p ic s  

most o f t e n  s t r e s s e d  in  th e  go ss ip  networks a re :  who was a big  money 

winner ,  who b lu f f e d  someone, and who caught the  b e s t  cards  o r  made the  

most s k i l l f u l  moves to  ou tw i t  opponents.  Post-mortems a l s o  con ta in  

l i v e l y  and c o l o r f u l  anecdotes  o f  p l a y e r s '  m is fo r tu n e s ,  s t u p i d i t y  o r  

behav io r  which u p se t  th e  p l a y e r s .  Post-mortems a re  ho t  i t e m s ,  e s 

p e c i a l l y  between th e  managements o f  the  Oxford and Stockman, and 

u s u a l l y  prompt a reminiscence  o f  legendary  d e fe a t s  and v i c t o r i e s .
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Conclusion

In c o n c lu s io n ,  th e  data  from th e  t h r e e  e s tab l i sh m en ts  suggest  

th e  fo l low ing  summaries o f  the  them at ic  foc i  and so c ia l  i n t e r a c t i o n .  

(See Table  1) .

Money, Lying and I n t im id a t io n

The Oxford has th e  most o v e r t ,  r ecogn ized ,  and r i g i d  system of 

s t r a t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  s o c i a l  and bu s in es s  r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  In t im id a t io n  

has i t s  pecking o r d e r  and c e r t a i n  pe rsonae  a re  o f f - l i m i t s  f o r  s e r ious  

t a u n t in g .  There i s  th e  h ig h e s t  amount o f  verbal and phys ica l  t h r e a t -  

making, mock and r e a l ,  as well  as th e  most voc i fe rous  ru se s  and game 

c h a t t e r .  The Oxford has th e  l a r g e s t  volume o f  moneymaking by the  

house and r i s k  t a k in g  o f  p l a y e r s .  The house employs the  l a r g e s t  

s t a f f ,  has d i v e r s i f i e d  o p e r a t i o n s ,  and in c ludes  a high r a t e  o f  i n f o r 

mal employment o f  s h i l l s .  The Oxford has th e  most heavy d r i n k e r s ,  the  

most i l l e g a l  a c t i v i t y  rumored t o  e x i s t  and th e  most o v e r t  bragging by 

p la y e r s  o f  being " c o n s i s t e n t  w in n e rs . "

The Stockman has some s t r a t i f i c a t i o n  o f  house s t a f f  bu t  very 

l i t t l e  d i r e c t e d  toward th e  p l a y e r s ,  excep t  s k i l l .  Verbal ban te r ing  

and card  s k i l l  a r e  s u b t ly  s t r e s s e d  with  th e  most " in  game" post-mortems 

and a p p r a i s a l s  p e r  hand. There i s  s u b t l e  b lu f f in g  and v a r i a t i o n  of 

o n e ' s  system. There i s  sp o ra d ic  moneymaking by p l a y e r s ,  a lower amount 

o f  d o l l a r  lo s s  by p la y e r s  and no rumors of  i l l e g a l  a c t i v i t y .  There a re  

more p l a y e r s  who seem to  break even over  a pe r iod  o f  weeks o r  months, 

some win "a l i t t l e . "



House Environment

TABLE 1

SUMMARY OF THEMATIC CONSTELLATIONS AND ENVIRONMENTS

Table Money, Lying and In t im id a t io n  in Socia l  and Game R e la t io n sh ip s

OXFORD

Larges t  s t a f f  
D i v e r s i f i c a t i o n s  of  

gambling a re  p re sen t  
Informal employment o f  

s h i l l s  
Largest  cash volume 
N o is i e s t  game env iron

ment
Entrepreneur ism has high 

val ue
Oldest  gene ra t iona l  seg 

ment
High s t r a t i f i c a t i o n  in 

s t a f f  h i e r a r c h i e s  
I l l e g a l  a c t i v i t i e s  rumored

I Overt ,  recognized and r i g i d  system o f  s t r a t i f i c a t i o n  
Long-term acquain tances  and s t a f f e r s  form core game p layers  
T ig h te r  p lay e r s  g e n e r a l ly ;  l e s s  v e r b a l i z i n g ,  some loose  t a l k e r s  
Very f a s t  rhythm of  p lay
Stud and Lowball predominant ly  played 
Bul l ing  th e  game i s  o v e r t  and cove r t  
Games e n t a i l  Big Money, u s u a l ly  $100 pots

I I  Overt ,  recognized and r i g i d  system o f  s t r a t i f i c a t i o n  
Most d r ink ing  o f  any game environment
Most r i s k - c e n t e r e d  games with  more cards  in play
Most v e rb a l ,  mock and ac tua l  t h r e a ten e d  phys ica l  c o n ta c t
Rhythm changes more o f ten  with ac t io n  b u i ld in g ,  g e n e r a l l y  f a s t
Looser p layer s  g e n e r a l ly  e n t e r  t h i s  game t a b l e
7-S tud ,  Lowball,  Razz more f r e q u e n t ly  played
Bul l ing  the  game i s  o v e r t  and f r eq u en t
Games e n t a i l  Big Money, sporadic  $100 pots

W
CO

STOCKMAN 

Small s t a f f
Rarely mentioned d i v e r s i f i -  

c a t i  on
Low employment o f  s h i l l s  
Medium cash volume 
Quiet  game environment 
Entrepreneur ism valued second 

to  a Gentleman's Game 
Middle gen e ra t io n a l  segment 
Low s t r a t i f i c a t i o n  in s t a f f  
No i l l e g a l  a c t i v i t i e s  rumored

S t r a t i f i c a t i o n  based on exper ience  and s k i l l
S h i f t i n g  c l i e n t e l e ,  no core  o th e r  than house s t a f f
T ig h te r  p layer s  with  some loose  t a l k e r s
Rhythm of  play  s teady
Stud ,  Lowball and High Draw a re  played
I n d iv id u a ls  have game f a v o r i t e s  but no t a b l e  f a v o r i t e  predominates
L i t t l e  o r  r a r e  d r ink ing  conf ined  to  c e r t a i n  in d iv id u a l s
L i t t l e  physica l  or  mock t h r e a t s  o f  c o n ta c t
Action peaks by p l a y e r  r i v a l r i e s
Bul l ing  the  game i s  mostly cove r t
Medium-sized p o t s ;  o c c a s io n a l ly  reach ing  $100 pots
Most in-game post-mortems on poker hands



TABLE 1 -  c o n t i n u e d

House Environment Table Money, Lying and In t im id a t io n  in Socia l  and Game R e la t io n sh ip s

I I  Rarely in p lay ;  only  in over load  season with  s tu d en t s  r e tu r n in g  
in  the  f a l l

TOP HAT

Smalles t  s t a f f  
No d i v e r s i f i c a t i o n  
Rare house money to 

f inance  s h i l l s  
Lowest cash volume 
F lu c tu a t in g  game and bar  

noise
Entrepreneur ism i s  not 

valued
Competition i s  not valued 
Youngest gen e ra t io n a l  seg

ment
Rare s t r a t i f i c a t i o n ;  so c ia l  

l e v e l in g  i s  prominent and 
valued

I l l e g a l  a c t i v i t y  in drugs

No system of  s t r a t i f i c a t i o n ;  r i v a l r y  o c c a s io n a l l y  p re s e n t  
between two p lay e r s  

S h i f t i n g  c l i e n t e l e ;  peer f r i e n d s h ip  networks predominate 
Explora t ion  of  p lay ing  poker;  no apparen t  adherence to  

a c t i o n  typo lo g ie s  l i k e  Oxford o r  Stockman 
Rhythm i s  slow and t h e r e  i s  sporad ic  c o n ce n t r a t io n  on game 
No one game p re fe rence  
No b u l l i n g  th e  game to  any e x t e n t  
Teas ing ,  but not much s e r io u s  th rea t -m aking  
No $100 pots  t h a t  I observed

w-p*



TABLE 1 - continued 

House Environment Table Sexual I d e n t i t y  of  Males and Females

OXFORD

STOCKMAN

TOP HAT

I Verbal a c t i o n  i s  high with  loose  t a l k e r s
Some physica l  th rea t -m aking
Woman's presence i s  l e a s t  enjoyed 
Sexual to p ic s  are  s t ig m a t ic
Spor ts  a re  valued and th e re  i s  b e t t i n g  on s p o r t s  events
Most t r a d i t i o n a l  view o f  physica l  prowess,  s p o r t s  and 

being in command o f  o th e r s  as well as s e l f

I I  Physical  and verbal a c t i o n  i s  the  h ig h e s t  o f  a l l  games
Sexual t o p i c s  a re  very s t ig m a t i c
Women a re  r i d i c u l e d  and used f o r  jok in g
Most d i r e c t e d  personal i n s u l t s  with  sexual r e f e r e n t s
Spor ts  valued
Most swearing o f  any game environments

I P o l i t e  and o rd e r ly  s o c i a l i z a t i o n  a re  valued male behaviors
Women t o l e r a t e d  in and ou t  o f  th e  game 
Woman's r o l e  as homemaker i s  valued
I n t e l l e c t u a l  o r  gaming s k i l l  valued above physica l  t h r e a t s  
Sexual to p ic s  a re  r a r e l y  used
Swearing in response  to  poor in d iv id u a l  performance and r a r e l y  

d i r e c t e d  toward an o th e r  p l a y e r  
Spor ts  a re  valued but mostly in r e f e r e n c e  to  former c a r ee r s  as 

s tu d en t s  o r  in r e l a t i o n  to  c h i ld re n  or  younger r e l a t i v e s ;  some 
b e t t i n g  takes  p lace  through the  Oxford

I Explora t ion  o f  sexual i d e n t i t y  o f  both males and females
Sexual to p i c s  a re  used in  jokes  and punning—word play 
Rare d i s cu s s io n  o f  sp o r t s
D is l ik e  o f  t y p e - c a s t i n g  in t r a d i t i o n a l  sexual r o l e s  
Very few physica l  or  mock t h r e a t s  
G i r l s  are  welcome in  the  game
Occasional co u r t in g  and f l i r t i n g  behaviors  between k i b b i t z e r s  

and g i r l s  o r  game p lay e r s  and g i r l s

U>



TABLE 1 -  c o n t i n u e d

House Environment Inter-Game R e la t ionsh ips  and Percep t ions  o f  th e  Other Two Houses

OXFORD

STOCKMAN

The Stockman has a small money game, and th e re  a re  younger p lay e r s  
p re s e n t .

The Top Hat i s  a k i d ' s  game. There a re  d rugs ,  d re ss  and o th e r  peer 
group behaviors  which a re  no t  valued by Oxfordians .

The Top Hat i s  s t ig m a t i c  because o f  drugs and youth  c u l t u r e .

Both th e  Top Hat and the  Oxford a re  s t i g m a t i c  because o f  gene ra t iona l  
extremes in membership.

The Oxford has high rumors o f  chea t ing  and f e a r  o f  unsavory c h a r a c te r s .
The Top Hat has high rumors of  drug use.
The Oxford has too  high s takes  games and the  Top Hat i s  too  low in 

t a b l e  po ts .
Nonetheless ,  th e r e  were some p layer s  who did  engage in games a t  the  

Oxford, and some who might v i s i t  th e  Top Hat (bu t  r a r e l y  en te red  
youth  sphere  of  a c t i v i t i e s ) .

TOP HAT Not much was s a id  in defense  o r  a g a in s t  the  Stockman games; some male 
and one female Top H a t t e r  v i s i t e d  th e  Stockman games.

There i s  f e a r  o f  the  Oxford ians '  p lay ing  s t y l e  and house o p e r a t io n s ;  
house and p lay e r  s t r a t i f i c a t i o n s  o f  the  Oxford h i e r a r c h i e s  a re  recog
n iz ed ,  d isag reed  with in p r i n c i p l e  and top personae o f  Oxford a re  
f e a red .
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The Top Hat has the  l e a s t  formidable  th rea t -making  which of ten  

d i s i n t e g r a t e s  in  l a u g h t e r .  B lu f f ing  and ru se s  a r e  very t r a n s p a r e n t  as 

th e  c o n t r a s t  between hold ing a good o r  a bad hand i s  e a s i l y  read.

There i s  th e  l e a s t  amount o f  money exchanged, l e a s t  i n t e r e s t  in making 

money, l e a s t  house r a k e - o f f  and th e  l e a s t  enforcement of  r u l e s .  I t  

was t h e  only house which allowed a postponement f o r  leav ing  the  game 

" f l a t - b r o k e "  and o f f e r e d  p la y e r s  a "second chance ."  I l l e g a l  a c t i v i t y  

t h a t  i s  rumored to  e x i s t  concerns  d rugs ,  no t  abusive house o p e ra t io n s .  

The Top H a t t e r s  consp icuous ly  emphasize e g a l i t a r i a n  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  

even w hi le  p lay in g  poker.

Sex

The Oxford ians  have th e  most e l a b o r a t e l y  def ined  c r i t e r i a  f o r  

manhood. Disp lays  o f  phys ica l  and verbal agg ress iveness  a re  h ighly  

t o u te d .  Oxford ians  use th e  most s e x - l in k e d  language and c o n te n t s ,  

f r e q u e n t l y  f o r  t a u n t i n g ,  and th e  language i s  s t ig m a t i c  in a woman's 

p resence .  Spor ts  and a t h l e t e s  a r e  admired.  The Oxford has the  

l a r g e s t  number o f  o l d e r ,  r e t i r e d  men—e a r l y  f i f t i e s  t o  e igh ty- two.

The Stockmen a t t a c h  l e s s  impor tance to  sex and phys ica l  prowess 

by emphasiz ing e x p e r ien ce  and s k i l l  f o r  e f f e c t i v e  game p lay ing .

Spor ts  and a t h l e t e s  a r e  most o f t e n  d i scussed  in r e l a t i o n  to  c h i ld re n  

o r  younger f r i e n d s .  Respect f o r  th e  woman's r o l e s  w i th in  th e  domestic 

sphere  i s  exp re ssed ;  however, women a re  t o l e r a t e d  as p lay e r s  and 

k i b b i t z e r s  more than  a t  th e  Oxford. Gentlemanly conduct,  personal  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  and p o l i t e n e s s  a r e  p o s i t i v e  male behav io rs .  Swearing 

i s  in  response  t o  poor performance and r a r e l y  used to  a t t a c k  a fe l low
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o r  lady p l a y e r .  Sex - l inked  c o n te n t s  a r e  more r e s t r a i n e d  and l e s s  f r e 

quent than a t  th e  Oxford. The personae  of  th e  Stockman range in age 

from l a t e  tw e n t ie s  to  e a r l y  s i x t i e s .

Top H a t t e r s '  sexual  r o l e s  a re  l e a s t  c o n c r e t e ly  r e a l i z e d  in 

t r a d i t i o n a l  ex p re s s io n s  o f  adu l thood .  Sex- l inked  language and con

t e n t s  a r e  p e e r - o r i e n t e d  and c r e a t i v e ,  which provokes much m ir th .  There 

a re  a c t i v e  d i s c u s s io n s  o f  d iv o r c e ,  m a r r iag e ,  fam i ly ,  and f r i e n d s .  R id i 

c u le  and f e a r  o f  th e  o l d e r  g e n e r a t i o n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  the  Oxfordians ,  a re  

t o p i c s  o f  c o n v e r sa t io n .  Top H a t t e r s  r a r e l y  put down a p l a y e r  or  f r i e n d  

wi th  sexual  e p i t h e t s .  Almost a l l  th e  personae  o f  th e  Top Hat were aged 

e a r l y  tw e n t i e s  t o  m id - tw en t ie s .

All f o u r  foc i  a r e  used in  vary ing  degrees  by ind iv idua l  personae 

w i th in  t h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t s ,  vary  between e s tab l i sh m en ts  and a re  r a t i o n 

a l i z e d  in  va ry ing  degrees  o f  importance f o r  shaping game c h a t t e r ,  

a c t i o n  and s o c i a l  behav io r .  People who c i r c u l a t e  as p lay e r s  among the  

poker e s t a b l i s h m e n t s  u s u a l ly  vary  behav ior  according  to  the  s t y l e s  of 

p lay  most emphasized in  a p a r t i c u l a r  m i l i e u .  The e l a b o r a t i o n  o f  themes 

can depend upon th e  paramete rs  o f  ex p e r ien c e ,  s k i l l f u l  manipula tion  of  

expec ted  perform ance,  and th e  a b i l i t y  t o  adapt to  d i f f e r e n t  soc ia l  

mi 1i e u .

The g e n e r a l i z e d  summaries sugges t  t h a t  the  Oxford r e p re se n t s  

"The Money-Making I n s t i t u t i o n . "  I t  i s  a hub o f  a c t i v i t y  t h a t  consumes 

a l a r g e  amount o f  t ime and e f f o r t  f o r  both  the  house s t a f f  and p laye r s .  

Members o f  t h e  Oxford bus iness  and s o c i a l  networks p a r t i c i p a t e  in 

d i v e r s i f i e d  and ram if i ed  gambling and moneyed i n t e r e s t s .  The Oxford
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i s  viewed by most o u t s i d e r s  t o  be an e x p l o i t i v e  e n t e r p r i s e .  The Stock

man's game i s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by most p l a y e r s  as a "gen t leman 's  game."

The Top H a t t e r s  a r e  s o c i a l i z i n g  and having fun with l e s s  emphasis on 

com p e t i t io n  and s t a t u s  than e i t h e r  the  Oxfordians or  Stockmen.

The v a r i a b i l i t y  in th e  degree  o f  involvement and e l a b o r a t i o n  of  

th e  them at ic  c o n s t e l l a t i o n s —money, sex ,  i n t i m i d a t i o n ,  and l y i n g - -  

su g g es t  t h a t  d i f f e r e n c e s  a re  based on age,  so c ia l  c l a s s ,  involvement 

in  c u r r e n t  employment and, to  a l im i t e d  e x t e n t ,  a s h i f t  in  pe rce iv ing  

th e  woman's r o l e s  in  American s o c i e t y .

Most Oxfordians  a r e  " p a s t  prime" with  regards  to  con t inu ing  sound 

h e a l t h  o r  s t renuous  phys ica l  a c t i v i t y  in  c o n t r a s t  w i th  th e  Stockmen who 

a r e  " in  t h e i r  prime" and the  Top H a t t e r s  who w i l l  approach " the  prime."  

Male s e x u a l i t y  i s  most s t r o n g ly  e l a b o r a t e d ,  defended and v i c a r i o u s l y  

c e l e b r a t e d  a t  th e  Oxford,  most c o v e r t l y  a t  the  Stockman. Many Oxford

ians  have l im i t e d  amounts o f  formal educa t ion  and have been wage-earners ,  

whereas t h e  Stockmen a re  most o f t e n  se l f -em ployed ,  p ro f e s s io n a l  men and 

have exper ienced  more c o l l e g e  lev e l  t r a i n i n g .  Moneymaking and sp o r t s  

a re  v i t a l  a c t i v i t i e s  f o r  th e  Oxford ians ,  while  the  Stockmen do not 

o v e r t l y  e l a b o r a t e  e i t h e r  t o p i c .  At t h e  Oxford,  sexual t o p i c s  and l a n 

guage a r e  rampant,  y e t  s t i g m a t i c ,  which c o n t r a s t s  to  both the  Stockman 

and th e  Top Hat.  The Top H a t t e r s  r e p r e s e n t  the  most e x p lo ra to ry  seg

ment o f  th e  g e n e r a t io n a l  groupings s in c e  a d u l t  r o l e s —o c cu p a t io n a l ,  

f i n a n c i a l  o r  f a m i l i a l — have no t  y e t  s o l i d i f i e d .  Sexual t o p i c s  are  

r a r e l y  s t i g m a t i c .  C a p i t a l i s t i c  e n t e r p r i s e s  of  Oxfordians  a re  den i 

g r a t e d ,  f e a r e d ,  and r a t i o n a l i z e d  by youths  as "what ' s  wrong with



40

contemporary American s o c i e t y . "  The Oxford r e p re se n t s  the  most compet i

t i v e  and s t r a t i f i e d  e s t a b l i s h m e n t ,  whi le  th e  Top H a t te r s  p r a i s e  e q u a l i z a 

t i o n  and l e v e l i n g  o f  s t a t u s e s  w i th in  the  p e e r  network. Although the 

Stockmen share  some a sp e c t s  and va lues  wi th  both th e  Oxford and Top Hat, 

Stockmen r a t i o n a l i z e  the  presence  o f  the  o t h e r  two houses as somewhat 

s t i g m a t i c  and r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  g e n e r a t io n a l  extremes.

The them at ic  foc i  concern ing  image-making in th e  con tex ts  of  the  

American Dream and manhood c i r c l e  w i th in  th e  bounded forms o f  success 

and g e t t i n g  ahead. Competit ive  means,  inc lud ing  in t im i d a t i o n  and manip

u l a t i o n ,  have a fu n c t io n  in  the  m arke tp lace .  V i r i l i t y , w h i c h  i s  t y p i f i e d  

by s t r e n g t h ,  good h e a l t h  and you th fu l  v ig o r ,  i s  r e f l e c t e d  in behavior  

l i k e  r o i s t e r i n g  about  wi th  male companions over good games, food and 

d r in k .  The poker games o f f e r  a s t r u c t u r e  and the  means f o r  enac t ing  

e m ot iona l ly  and i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  convincing exper iences  which mutually  

r e i n f o r c e  American world view and e th o s .  The complex c r i t e r i a  f o r  suc

cess  and t h e  American e n t e r p r e n e u r  a r e  most sought a f t e r  by th e  Oxford

i a n s ,  most n e a r ly  a t t a i n e d  by th e  Stockmen and chal lenged  by th e  Top 

H a t t e r s .

Char les  Dickens once remarked as an o bserver  o f  th e  American 

scene t h a t  th e r e  i s  a love o f  smart  d ea l in g  which g i l d s  over many a 

swindle  (Merton 1969: 212).  Empire b u i ld in g  of  whatever s i z e  has 

been d e a r  to  th e  American Dream o f  the  rugged in d iv id u a l  carv ing  out 

h is  p ie  in  the  sky v ia  com pet i t ion  and e n t e r p r i s e ,  Ambrose Bierce 

r e f l e c t e d  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a t o l e r a t i o n  of  success fu l  knaves r e g a rd le s s  

o f  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  in t h e i r  p u b l i c  and p r i v a t e  l i v e s ;  t h a t  Americans
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s o c i a l l y  recogn ize  rogues by a slow, i n e v i t a b l e  s t ro k e  o f  the  ig n o r 

ing eye (Merton 1969: 213).  With the  Watergate  a f f a i r  cu lminating  

dur ing  th e  sp r in g  and surmier o f  1974, a commonly voiced opinion t h a t  

"Most p o l i t i c i a n s  a r e  crooks anyway, Nixon was j u s t  dumber than most," 

tends  to  r e i n f o r c e  a f o l k - l e v e l  e x p l i c a t i o n  o f  i d e a l i z e d  goals  and 

botched means— f a u l t y  p r e p a r a t io n  and e x p e r t i s e  to  c a r ry  o f f  the  

roguery .  To be hoodwinked c l e v e r l y  takes  th e  s t i n g  ou t  o f  the  game, 

but a shoddy f a r c e  merely pours s a l t  i n t o  t h e  wound and prompts o u t 

raged c r i e s  o f  moral in d ig n a t io n .  When asked about Nixon's " f o r f e i t u r e "  

o f  th e  Whitehouse Tapes and th e  a f te rm a th  on PBS F i r ing  L in e , Will iam F. 

Buckley,  J r .  remarked, "He was an a s s , "  I t  would appear t h a t  even po

l i t i c a l  c o r r u p t i o n  has an a e s t h e t i c .



CHAPTER I I I

SYMBOLS FOR MANHOOD: BULLING THE GAME

The r o l e  o f  such a s p e c i a l  s c ien ce  as anthropology 
in  th e  a n a l y s i s  o f  va lues  i s  no t  to  rep lace  p h i l o 
soph ica l  i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  but t o  make i t  r e l e v a n t .

(Geertz 1970: 338)

Symbols and a c t i o n  f i e l d s  f o r  i n t im i d a t i o n  and decep t ion  w i th in  

th e  poker game a re  r e p re se n te d  by the  semantic  domain o f  b u l l  power and 

b u l l i n g  th e  game. Act ion s t r a t e g i e s  and p l a y e r  ty p o lo g ie s  symbolizing 

bu l l  power in th e se  t h r e e  p lay  environments  a re  most f u l l y  employed by 

th e  Oxford ians  and Stockmen, whi le  ha rd ly  recognized by th e  Top H a t te r s .  

There a r e  fo u r  d e s c r i p t i v e  c a t e g o r i e s  which a re  d e r i v a t i v e  o f  bull  power 

and s t a t u s  r e l a t i o n s h i p s :  bull  s h i t t i n g , th e  decep t ion  o f  p la y e r s ;

b u l l s  as h i g h - s t a t u s  pe rsonae ,  l i k e  bu l l  cook who i s  the  head hash 

s l i n g e r ;  b u l l e t , an ace ;  and to  bul l  th e  game which means t h a t  a p layer  

w i l l  shove in  a l a r g e  r a i s e  to  fo r c e  opponents ou t  o f  the  a c t i o n .  The 

most f r e q u e n t l y  mentioned a c t i o n  s t r a t e g y  used to  i n t im i d a t e  o n e ' s  op

ponents  i s  b u l l i n g  the  game. This  s t r a t e g y  i s  used to  in c re a s e  the

p r o b a b i l i t y  t h a t  a T ig h t  Ass  ̂ p l a y e r  w i l l  f o ld  when not  hold ing the  nuts
2

and t h a t  a Loose Ass p la y e r  w i l l  be hard pressed  to  gamble in  outdrawing

T igh t  Ass ( T ig h t i e )  r e f e r s  to  a p l a y e r  who i s  a d e fen s iv e  s t r a t e 
g i s t  because he w a i t s  f o r  th e  n u t s  (c inch  hand),  checks r a t h e r  than
r a i s e s ,  and does n o t  r e l y  on luck .

Loose Ass (Loosey) r e f e r s  t o  a p l a y e r  who i s  an o f f e n s iv e  s t r a t e 
g i s t  because  he a t t em p ts  to  b u i l d  the  n u t s ,  be ts  and r a i s e s  h e av i ly ,  and
r e l i e s  on luck to  g e t  th e  n u t s .

Both T i g h t i e s  and Looseys a r e  b a s ic  c a te g o r i e s  o f  poker  p layers  
with  d i s t i n c t i v e  f e a t u r e s  and a c t i o n  s t y l e s  f o r  poker p la y in g .  Both

42
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and o u t w i t t i n g  the  p l a y e r  who i s  b u l l i n g  the  game. Two c r i t e r i a  a re  

e s s e n t i a l  f o r  b u l l i n g  th e  game--a s i z a b l e  amount of  ch ips  and the  a b i l i t y  

to  co nv inc ing ly  i n i t i a t e  and p e r p e tu a t e  ag g re ss iv e  s t r a t e g y ,  even while 

hold ing a mediocre o r  poor hand. When asked i f  women make good poker 

p l a y e r s ,  the  general  consensus was,  "No, they  a r e n ' t  aggress ive  enough 

and a r e  too  t i g h t  w i th  money." B ul l ing  th e  game i s  a l s o  r e f e r r e d  to  as 

buying th e  p o t . I f  one bumps opponents w i th  a formidable  r a i s e  and 

s ca re s  them, he buys the  a c t i o n .  I f  you a re  a high r o l l e r , a p lay e r  

who m anipu la tes  a l a r g e  amount o f  c h ip s ,  you can p sy ch o lo g ica l ly  and 

f i n a n c i a l l y  break opponents whi le  holding a s e t  o f  poor hands.  I t  be

comes a q u e s t io n  o f  e f f e c t i v e  com pet i t ion  by sham and aggress ion  to  bu ll  

opponents o f f  th e  a c t i o n .

Th e re fo re ,  th e  means f o r  a c t u a l i z i n g  bull  power a re  money and suc

c e s s fu l  phys ica l  an d /o r  mental  prowess.  Within the  semantic domain of  

bu l l  power t h e r e  a r e  a c t i o n  c a t e g o r i e s ,  s t r a t e g i e s  and performance modes, 

and p l a y e r  ty p o lo g ie s .  S t r a t e g i e s  and performing t a c t i c s  a re  the  l e a s t  

a r t i c u l a t e d  by p la y e r s  f o r  a t  l e a s t  two reasons ;  f i r s t ,  p lay e r s  are  

r e l u c t a n t  to  d i s cu s s  t a c t i c s  f e a r i n g  t h a t  t h e i r  "system" might be d i s 

covered and second, t h a t  they  w i l l  no t  be l i k e l y  to  admit knowing some 

opponen t ' s  s t r a t e g y .  In th e  schemata o f  Table  2,  th e  f i r s t  column re p 

r e s e n t s  an emic c a te g o ry  o f  a c t i o n  t h a t  i s  recogn izab le  a rg o t  to  most

b e l i e v e  in  th e  e f f i c a c y  o f  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  winning p h i lo so p h ie s .  How
e v e r ,  t h i s  i s  no t  to  say  t h a t  a p l a y e r  does not use both s t y l e s  o f  p lay 
ing w i th in  one n i g h t ' s  round o f  games. There a re  many s i t u a t i o n s  in 
which the  p h i lo s o p h ie s  concern ing winning w i l l  s u r fa ce  and be v e rb a l iz e d .



TABLE 2. SEMANTIC DOMAIN OF BULL POWER 

BULL POWER 

M A N I P U L A T I O N
BULL SHIT BULL COOK BULLET BULL

LYING

Talking Loose and Bul l ing  
the  Game

SOCIAL STATUS

Head person who s l i n g s  hash 
and bosses  o th e r  help

SKILL STATUS 

Ace

INTIMIDATION MANHOOD 

Physical  and Mental Bulls

Emic Category/Action 

Talking Loose

Reading the  Game

Bull ing the  Game

Playing th e  Nuts

S t r ad d l in g

Gambling ( to  hold the  
Nuts )

Whipsawing

Slow B et t ing

Flashing

Chasing

E t ic  A n a ly s i s /S t r a te g y  and Performance_______________

DEFENSE: pe r form ing , c r e a t i n g  s c r e e n s ,  c h a t t e r ,  
sabotaging

DEFENSE/OFFENSE: knowledge, card  s e n s e , r e a d in g , 
pegg ing , psyching

OFFENSE: fo rce  by tap p in g ,  plowing, bumping, shoving 
in c h ip s ,  bu i ld in g  a c t io n

DEFENSE: p lay ing  a l o c k , p a t  hand, c inch n a i l i n g  a, 
p l a y e r , p lay ing  th e  odds

DEFENSE: p lay ing  p o s i t i o n , g e t t i n g  out from under the  
gun and being in th e  d a r k , buying s t r a t e g y

DEFENSE/OFFENSE: h igh ly  dependent upon luck and r i s k -  
t ak ing  to  ob ta in  the  nuts

DEFENSE/OFFENSE: two p la y e r s  p u l l i n g  p o s i t i o n  in t a n 
dem on opponent to  fo rce  o u t ,  big 
squeeze

DEFENSE: Playing  p o s i t i o n  and sandbagging, shy

DEFENSE: c r e a t i n g  a t e l l  on purpose o r  m is taken ly  
showing cards

OFFENSE: t r y i n g  to  out-draw an opponent,  dependent 
upon luck

P laye r  Typology

Tigh t  Ass

T igh t  and Loose Ass

Loose Ass

T igh t  Ass

Tight  and Loose Ass 

Loose Ass
Conservative  + Luck 

Loose Ass

Tight  Ass and sometimes 
Loose Ass

Loose Ass

Loose Ass
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poker p l a y e r s  o f  th e  Oxford and Stockman games. The second column 

r e p r e s e n t s  both exper ienced  p l a y e r s '  a n a ly s i s  of  synonymous terms fo r  

s t r a t e g y  and performance,  and my grouping o f  terms and s t r a t e g i e s .

The t h i r d  column re p r e s e n t s  a p l a y e r  typology recognized a t  the  p layer  

leve l  o f  a n a l y s i s .  Both a c t io n  c a t e g o r i e s  and p la y e r  typo lo g ie s  are  

f r e e l y  d i s cu s s ed  and manipula ted by most p layer s  a t  the  Stockman and 

the  Oxford. Each a c t i o n  ca teg o ry  has a de fens ive  and /o r  o f f e n s iv e  

s t r a t e g y  wi th  d e s c r i p t i v e  words and phrases  which t e l l  how ac t io n  i s  

o p e r a t i o n a l i z e d .

Examples: Bu l l ing  th e  game i s  an o f f e n s iv e  ploy o f  f o r c e ,  

t o  t a p , plow and bump opponents by shoving or  

plowing in  with  a l a r g e  r a i s e .  One may c r e a t e  

more a c t i o n  by b u l l i n g  th e  game. A Loose Ass 

i s  most i n c l i n e d  to  use t h i s  ploy.

Talk ing  loose  (bu l l  s h i t t i n g )  i s  a de fens ive  

ploy  used to  dece ive  p lay e r s  by per fo rm ing . 

c h a t t e r i n g  and s a b o ta g in g . A Tigh t  Ass i s  

more prone to  mis lead h i s  opponents and to  

d i s g u i s e  h i s  nu ts  by t a l k i n g  loose .

P lay ing  th e  nu ts  i s  a de fens ive  ploy and 

u s u a l l y  invo lves  a g r e a t  deal o f  p a t i e n c e .

A Tigh t  Ass p lays  a w a i t in g  game to  hold £  

l o c k , p a t  hand, c inch  with  which he n a i l s  

an o th e r  p l a y e r ' s  n u t s .
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On the  s u r f a c e ,  b u l l  power i s  o v e r t ,  ag g re ss iv e  gamesmanship which 

d azz le s  and confuses  p lay e r s  w i th  l e s s  gu ts  and money. However, com

p e t i t i o n  in  t h e  poker game i s  complicated  by cover t  means to  bull  the 

game p i t t e d  a g a i n s t  p l a y e r  a c t i o n  and s t a t u s  ty p o lo g ie s .  (Table 3, 

A c t ion ,  and Table  4 ,  S t a t u s . )

On th e  s u r f a c e ,  t h e re  i s  no necessa ry  connect ion between playing 

t i g h t  o r  loose  and being a winner an d /o r  a l o s e r .  Both a c t i o n  typo log ies  

a re  b e l i e v e d  to  be e q u a l ly  e f f e c t i v e  as a winning phi losophy. The bound

a r i e s  o f  a c t i o n  and s t a t u s  a r e  no t  r i g i d l y  de f ined .  For example,  a 

p l a y e r  who i s  v i r t u a l l y  unsys tem at ic  in  p lay  i s  th e  en igmatic  s c rew ba l l ,  

a Loosey who p lays  e v e r y th in g ,  o r  a c o n se rv a t iv e  p l a y e r  who takes  r i s k s .  

High r o l l e r s  who c a l l  a b u l l ' s  r a i s e  a re  not n e c e s s a r i l y  t i g h t  o r  loose 

p l a y e r s .  Bu l l ing  th e  game can mean t h a t  a t i g h t  p la y e r  i s  running 

s c a re d ;  t h e r e f o r e ,  he r e v e r se s  the  imputed t h r e a t  by t ak in g  an o f f e n 

s iv e  s t r a t e g y ,  plowing in with  a l a r g e  r a i s e  and f l a s h in g  a power card .

Action s t r a t e g i e s  o f  T i g h t i e s  and Looseys a re  f u r t h e r  complicated 

wi th  th e  knowledge o f  an opponen t ' s  psycholog ica l  and i n t e l l e c t u a l  

endurance a g a i n s t  th rea t -m ak ing .  Lying and performing conceal the  

f a c t  t h a t  a p l a y e r  i s  r e a l l y  a T i g h t i e  with  the  n u t s .  M is rep resen ta t ion  

by slow b e t t i n g ,  sab o tag in g ,  and performing a re  c o v e r t  forms o f  b u l l in g  

th e  game. These s t r a t e g i e s  may involve  read ing  ano ther  p l a y e r ’s psycho

l o g i c a l  " v i t a "  and pegging h i s  system o f  p lay .  Knowing t h a t  you have a 

lock  on an opponen t ' s  n u t s ,  in  t h i s  case  a hand be l ieved  to  be a winner 

by your  opponent,  o f f e r s  a prime o p p o r tu n i ty  to  bull  th e  game whether you 

a r e  a T i g h t i e  o r  a Loosey. Both o v e r t  and cove r t  forms o f  b u l l in g  the
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TABLE 3 

ACTION TYPOLOGY

T ig h t  Ass Loose Ass

Defens ive S t r a t e g i s t  
Slow Bets 
Plays th e  Nuts 
Checks
Scared P la y e r  
Memorizes Odds 
Does Not Bel ieve  in  Luck 
Reads Odds Negat ive ly

Offensive  S t r a t e g i s t  
Builds Action 
Gambles and S t radd les  
Bets ,  Ra ises ,  Plows 
Plays With Confidence 
Sometimes p lays  Odds 
Rel ies  on Luck 
Reads Odds P o s i t i v e ly  
Blu ffs
Creates  T e l l s  
Flashes  Power Cards 
Freezes  P layers  Out 
Defends Friends 
Screwbal ls  
Chases Cards 
Can Be a Sucker

Neutra l

Dealer  
Cheate r  
Live One 

Frozen Out 
Screws Around 

H u s t l e r

<-

<-

Mediatory Types 
— — Reads --------

Plays P o s i t i o n
—  Kingpin -----
- S u p e r s t i t i o u s
—  Performs —

Reads John Scarne
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TABLE 4

STATUS TYPOLOGY FOR PLAYERS

Wi nner Loser

Plays  t o  Win Money (T o r  L) Relaxes (L)
Defens ive S t r a t e g i s t (T) Chases (L)
Plays  th e  Nuts (T) Peeks (L)
R e l ie s  on Luck (L) Does Not Bel ieve  in  Luck (T)
P o s i t i o n  P laye r (T o r  L) S u p e r s t i t i o u s (T o r  L)
Reads (T o r  L) Memorizes Odds (T)
Slow Bets (T) Is  Scared (T)
Crossroader (T) Freezes Out ( n e i t h e r )
Kingpin (T o r  L) Reads Scarne (T o r  L)
H u s t l e r (T o r  L) Plays  Pot Odds (T o r  L)

B luffs (L)
Creates  T e l l s (L)

Outcome

T i g h t i e  wins Even Money 
C onserva t ive  + Risk wins Big Money

Loosey wins and lo ses  the  
most amount o f  money

With S k i l l  Plows With Luck
Winner Maybe Winner o r  Loser

TABLE 5

S k i l l

STATUS TYPOLOGY FOR GAMES 

B lu r r

5-S tud 
High Draw
Lowball With P o s i t i o n  
Natura l  Cards Full  House 

(How played  a f t e r  
t h e  draw)

A S t r a i g h t  
(How played a f t e r  

t h e  draw)

Luck

Wheel 
Pa t Hands 
Roule t te  
7-Stud 
A S t r a i g h t  
Craps
Mexican Stud 
Razz
Black Jack 
Wild Cards
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game a r e  designed and employed to  d e s t r o y  an opponent 's  conf idence .

A Loosey who b u l l s  the  game a g g r e s s iv e ly  views s t a t i s t i c a l l y  prob

a b i l i t i e s  as a p o s i t i v e  f a c t o r  dur ing  h i s  performance,  while  a T ig h t i e  

d e f e n s iv e ly  a p p r a i s e s  odds to  dete rmine  who i s  s t a t i s t i c a l l y  capable  o f  

b e a t in g  h i s  hand. The house owners,  managers and h i g h - s t a t u s  f r i e n d s  

bu l l  th e  game to  b u i ld  a c t i o n ,  exc i tement  and, most c e r t a i n l y ,  the  rake-  

o f f .  They have th e  f i n a n c i a l  means t o  p lay  loose .

T es t s  o f  manhood invo lve  dec is ion-m ak ing ,  opportunism, and money

making. There i s  emotional  and f i n a n c i a l  s a t i s f a c t i o n  to  be gained by 

o u t w i t t i n g  and d e s t r o y in g  the  o p p o s i t i o n .  Courage,  s k i l l  and a good 

sense  o f  t iming  a l l  f i g u r e  prominent ly  in  bu l l  power. Some b u l l s  r e l y  

on verba l  and mental prowess ,  w h i le  o th e r s  r e l y  on heavy f i n a n c i a l  back

ing and s h e e r  a g g r e s s iv e  o u tp u t .

Since  both p h i lo so p h ie s  and s t r a t e g i e s  of  T i g h t i e s  and Looseys a re  

e q u a l ly  e f f i c a c i o u s  in  th e  r e s p e c t i v e  minds o f  the  p l a y e r s ,  I had to  

dete rmine  th o se  f e a t u r e s  which c o n s t i t u t e d  Winner versus  Loser.  During 

i n t e r v i e w s ,  I asked p la y e r s  t o  a r range  index cards  with  a c t i o n  s t r a t e g i e s  

i n t o  p l a y e r  types  o r  s t a t u s  c a t e g o r i e s .  When t h i s  was im poss ib le ,  I 

asked p l a y e r s  what c e r t a i n  terms meant and whether a winner o r  l o s e r  

would use a s p e c i f i c  s t r a t e g y .  The g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s  o f  d i s t i n c t i v e  f e a 

t u r e s ,  m edia tory  terms and n e u t r a l  terms were d iscovered  f o r  a c t i o n  and 

s t a t u s  ty p o lo g ie s  ( see  Tables 3 and 4 ) .

The dichotomy and d i s t i n c t i o n s  depend upon o n e ' s  philosophy o f  r i s k  

t a k in g  a n d /o r  s t a t i s t i c a l  p r o b a b i l i t i e s — in o th e r  words,  how t i g h t - f i s t e d  

and c o n s e rv a t iv e  one p lay s  wi th  ca rds  and money. A media to ry  c l a s s  of
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p la y e r s  i s  r e p re s e n t e d  by the  c o n se rv a t iv e  but f l e x i b l e  p la y e r  who 

t imes r i s k s ,  ba lances  pot odds,  p lay s  p o s i t i o n  and reads  h i s  opponents.  

Conserva t ive  p l a y e r s  who take  r i s k s  no t  only  mediate a c t i o n  s t r a t e g i e s  

but a l s o  th e  ca tego ry  o f  winners and l o s e r s .  Kingpins have the  h ighes t  

s t a t u s  in both t y p o l o g i e s ,  c r o s s ro a d e r s  a r e  u s u a l ly  t i g h t  p lay e r s  who 

perfo rm , and h u s t l e r s  a r e  on th e  lowest rung o f  p ro fe s s io n a l  gambling. 

Winning and Losing s t a t u s  c a t e g o r i e s  reassemble  and combine f e a tu r e s  

o f  a c t i o n  ty pes  t o  s o r t  c r i t e r i a  f o r  e f f e c t i v e  versus i n e f f e c t i v e  play.

The most i n t e r e s t i n g  f e a t u r e s  o f  a c t i o n  and s t a t u s  typo log ie s  

reveal  t h a t  a p l a y e r  who takes  w e l l - t im ed  r i s k s  w il l  most c o n s i s t e n t l y  

win money. The T i g h t i e  i s  most prone t o  break even, whereas the  Loosey 

wins and l o s e s  th e  l a r g e s t  amount o f  money. The Loosey r i t u a l l y  con

sumes the  sac red  cow, the  American d o l l a r ,  and most thoroughly  plays  

ou t  manhood based on a g g re s s iv e  and v i r i l e  p lay .  In the  L o se r ' s  c a t e 

gory o f  Table 4 ,  t h e r e  a r e  f i v e  d i s t i n c t l y  Loosey c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  

t h r e e  e i t h e r  T i g h t i e  o r  Loosey, and t h r e e  c l a s s i f i e d  as T i g h t i e .  This 

shows t h a t  Looseys a r e  more prone to  being l o s e r s .  In the  Winner 's  

ca teg o ry  o f  Table  4 ,  t h e r e  a re  f o u r  behavio rs  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  T i g h t i e s ,  

f i v e  e i t h e r / o r  and only  one Loosey t r a i t ,  r e l i a n c e  on luck. This shows 

t h a t  t i g h t  and f l e x i b l e  p lay ing  s t r a t e g i e s  probably produce more winners .

The c o n se rv a t iv e  who ta k e s  r i s k s  s u c c e s s f u l l y  combines the  more 

r i g i d l y  adhered to  c r i t e r i a  o f  T i g h t i e s  and Looseys; t h i s  p l a y e r  i s  de

f in e d  as th e  "Big Winner." The Loosey 's  de r r in g -d o  i s  p r i z e d  by some 

f o r  th e  o v e r t  d i s p l a y s  o f  courage  and a g g re s s iv e  behav io r ,  whi le  T ig h t ie s  

p a r tak e  o f  common sense  and p a t i e n t l y  weigh th e  frequency o f  p a t  hands.
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Looseys a r e  phys ica l  b u l l s  and a re  e x e g e t i c a l l y  mythologized as the  

s t e r e o ty p e d  gambler. T i g h t i e s  a r e  mental b u l l s  who a re  o p e r a t i o n a l l y  

mythologized as the  s t a t i s t i c s  men. The w inninges t  bu l l  i s  the  conserva

t i v e  p l a y e r  who combines a b i t  o f  gumption with  r i s k  t a k in g  and b ra in s .  

This p l a y e r  r e p r e s e n t s  a media t ion  a t  th e  p o s i t i o n a l  l ev e l  o f  T u rn e r ' s  

a n a l y s i s  (Turner 1967: 50,  51) .

Probably  the  most g raph ic  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  the  d i f f e r e n c e  between 

T i g h t i e s  and Looseys was v e r b a l i z e d  by a k i b b i t z e r  a t  th e  Oxford.  I t  

i s  a l s o  a prime example o f  th e  games k i b b i t z e r s  p lay .  During one even

in g ,  a gentleman had c o n s i s t e n t l y  won. When asked by th e  k i b b i t z e r  how 

he managed to  do s o ,  he r e p l i e d ,  "Bra ins?  Hell!  Give me luck .  I t ' s  

j u s t  l u c k . "  I know t h i s  p l a y e r ' s  winning phi losophy— he reads  John 

Scarne and a s s e s s e s  s t r a t e g y  on th e  b a s i s  o f  s t a t i s t i c a l  odds f o r  winning 

and lo s in g  hands. The k i b b i t z e r  piped up with  the  fo l lowing  a n a ly s i s  of  

winning:

T h a t ' s  r i g h t .  I t ' s  l u c k ,  you be tcha .  Ya d o n ' t  
need b r a i n s .  Give me luck anytime. Brains a re  
f o r  s h i t .  Bra ins  i s  s h i t .

The k i b b i t z e r  i s  bull  s h i t t i n g ,  o f  c o u rse ,  and happens to  be one o f  the

" a l l  t ime g r e a t  T i g h t i e s "  in  Missoul ian  poker c i r c l e s .  However, by

r e a f f i r m i n g  th e  Loosey 's  philosophy  o f  winning, the  myth i s  r e t a in e d  and

given c redence .  T i g h t i e s  and c o n s e rv a t iv e s  continue to  milk th e  p layers

who r e l y  h e a v i l y  on lu c k ,  th e  " l a y  o f  th e  c a r d s , "  and a re  em ot iona l ly

jack ed  on th e  exc i tement  o f  winning easy money.

Highly m an ipu la t ive  p l a y e r s  who "code-switch"  between T i g h t i e s  and 

Looseys unde rs tand  t h i s  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  r i f t .  Kingpins, h u s t l e r s  and
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c r o s s ro a d e r s  use s t r a t e g i e s  and s t y l e s  o f  play  to  maximize b e l i e f s  o f  

T i g h t i e s  and Looseys.  The c r o s s r o a d e r  i s  in  the  most danger ,  however, 

s i n c e  he i s  u s u a l l y  a s t r a n g e r  a t  the  poker t a b l e .  I f  he t a l k s  loose 

whi le  p lay ing  t i g h t  and i s  d i s c o v e re d ,  he might be punched ou t  by angry 

opponents  who know t h a t  they  have been taken .  Highly man ipu la t ive  p la y e r s  

w i l l  choose game p a r t i c i p a t i o n  most w ise ly  to  a c t  ou t  c e r t a i n  r o le s  and 

s t a t u s e s  f o r  th e  "audiences"  and th e  most e f f i c a c i o u s  p o s tu re  f o r  winning. 

P r o f e s s i o n a l s  most n e a r ly  ep i tom ize  th e  fe l lo w  who loves  smar t  d e a l in g ,  

p lays  a r u t h l e s s  game and i s  most adep t  a t  quick decis ion-m aking ,  i . e . ,  

when to  dece ive  and when to  p u l l  in  h i s  h o rn s . The most success fu l  

p l a y e r ,  in  terms o f  winning money w i thou t  c a n c e l l in g  h i s  v i c t o r i e s ,  

b u l l s  th e  game m en ta l ly  a n d /o r  p h y s i c a l ly  to  contro l  th e  rhythm of  play 

and to  man ipu la te  emotional e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f  his  opponents .

The p l a y e r  who most tho roughly  manipula tes  and sy n th e s iz e s  not only  

h i s  behav io r  bu t  t h a t  o f  p a r t i c i p a n t s  in  th e  gaming environment uses the  

c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  o f  s k i l l  and lu c k .  He o p e r a t i o n a l i z e s  both a c t i o n  and 

s t a t u s  t o  s u i t  th e  t e n o r  o f  th e  game. He uses s t r a t i f i c a t i o n s  and a l i e n a 

t i o n s  o f  T i g h t i e s  and Looseys t o  c a j o l e  and soothe h i s  opponents.  The 

s t i g m a t i c  s t a t u s  o f  being a foo l  who i s  e a s i l y  duped i s  r a t i o n a l i z e d  by 

Looseys as " b ra in s  i s  s h i t "  ve rsus  a b e l i e f  o f  T i g h t i e s  t h a t  " luck i s  

s h i t . "  This i s  most po ignan t  in  th e  bovine metaphor o f  "Oxen" and 

"Stockmen," who i s  th e  p o s se s so r  and who i s  possessed .  A s t ro k e  o f  luck ,  

in a s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  s en se ,  i s  used t o  f l a t t e r  and pamper th e  Loosey in  

hopes o f  personal  ga in .

The them at ic  foc i - -money ,  sex ,  i n t i m i d a t i o n ,  and l y i n g —are
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e l a b o r a t e d  and defended by T i g h t i e s  and Looseys from p o la r  s t an c e s .  Man

hood i s  de f ined  as mental s k i l l s  versus  em ot iona l ly  charged and phys ica l  

s k i l l s .  These s k i l l s  a r e  t e s t e d  in  decep t ive  s t r a t e g i e s ,  i . e . ,  who i s  

dece iv in g  whom with  r i t u a l  d i s t i n c t i o n s  o f  those  who b e l ie v e  in luck as 

opposed t o  those  who do no t .  F inanc ia l  m an ipu la t ion ,  e s p e c i a l l y  by house 

personae  who a re  cogn izan t  o f  th e  r i t u a l s ,  lends  credence to  both winning 

p h i lo s o p h ie s ;  th e  house " e n t e r t a i n s "  f i s h  with  t h e i r  r e s p e c t iv e  i l l u s i o n s  

in  a p lay  environment.

Within th e  s t a t u s  h ie ra rc h y  o f  the  house,  th e r e  a re  d i f f e r e n t  s t y l e s  

o f  p lay  based on wel l -dem arca ted  s t a t u s e s  o f  s h i l l s ,  f r i e n d s h ip  personae ,  

and th e  managers and owners.  S h i l l s  a re  u s u a l ly  thought o f  as lo s e r s  and 

a re  r e q u i r e d  to  p lay  l i k e  T i g h t i e s .  S h i l l s  a re  emasculated by e x te rn a l  

c o n t r o l s  o f  th e  house.  Since s h i l l s  do no t  have money to  make money, they 

r e p r e s e n t  s t e e r s  in  t h e  bovine metaphor.  Owners and managers, l i k e  b u l l s  

o f  th e  s to ck  marke t ,  pump up th e  a c t i o n  and inc rease  the  volume o f  cash
3

flow in  th e  poker game, whi le  s h i l l s  hold a game to g e th e r  by re p re se n t in g  

a s t a b l e  and l e s s  f l a s h y  s t y l e  o f  p lay .  H igh -s ta tu s  f r i e n d s  o f  the  house 

and buffoon " e n t e r t a i n e r s "  use house money to  bu i ld  a c t i o n  to  win f o r  them

s e lv e s  and th e  house.  Dealers  f o r  the  house must be "committed to  the  

game" and media te  p h i lo so p h ic a l  and so c ia l  f r i c t i o n s .  An expe r t  d e a le r  

tunes  th e  game to  an a t t e n u a t e d  p i t c h  and flowing rhythm.

The c o n s t a n t  p a t t e r  o f  sexual  imagery o f  the  bovine metaphor

3
One informant  s a id  t h a t  house personae  can manipula te  the  cash flow 

around th e  t a b l e — "take  from th e  r i c h  and give  to  the  poor"—by fo ld ing  
c inch  hands t o  g ive  l o s e r s  a break .
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coun te rb a lan ces  and e x p l i c a t e s  womanhood in  c a t e g o r i e s  o f  powerlessness ;  

male dominance and b u l l  power a re  r e in f o r c e d  by d e p ic t i n g  women as keepers 

o f  the  h e a r th .  A p l a y e r  i s  c o n s t a n t l y  "reminded" o f  t h i s  p o t e n t i a l  bull  

power in  th e  American m arke tp lace .  Rather  than p o s t u l a t e  pure ly  Freudian 

o n to lo g ie s  and ty p o lo g ie s  o f  gambling p e r s o n a l i t i e s ,  sexual imagery in 

th e  poker game i s  a symbolic a f f i r m a t i o n  o f  powerful s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  com

p e t i t i o n  f o r  s t a t u s e s  and r o l e s .  Bul ls  can have l o t s  o f  cash.  Bul ls  can 

be m en ta l ly  a l e r t  and c l e v e r .  R a t i o n a l i z a t i o n s  o f  luck and s k i l l  c r e a t e  

a g r e a t e r  credence  f o r  s o c i a l  cause  and e f f e c t s  o f  bul l  power as well as 

r e s p e c t i v e  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  o f  b u l l i n g  a b i l i t y  in the  marketp lace .

The in v o c a t io n  and evoca t ion  o f  Lady Luck sugges t  a s p l i t  between 

th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  r e a l i t y  p re sen ted  to  men as p a r t  o f  

t h e i r  c u l t u r e —th e  p a s s iv e  woman o f  the  h e a r t h —and perce ived  so c ia l  

r e a l i t y  a t  th e  psycho log ica l  leve l  (Hammond^Tooke 1974: 131, 132). To 

c r e a t e  th e  a l l -p o w e r fu l  world o f  b u l l s  and orders  o f  so c ia l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  

which a r e  p o t e n t i a l l y  d i s r u p t i v e  and harmonious to  males ,  a man's a t t i t u d e  

towards women i s  am biva len t  and a n t a g o n i s t i c .  There i s  a s i g n i f i c a n t  con

t r a d i c t i o n  between de j u r e  and de f a c t o  pe rcep t ion  o f  the  woman's economic 

and s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  r o l e s  (Hammond-Tooke 1974: 131).  Woman i s  r i t u a l l y  

pure  as  Lady Luck and r i t u a l l y  d i s c r im in a t e d  a g a in s t  by an "ex pos t  

f a c t o  r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n "  (Hammond-Tooke 1974: 131). Bull power rea f f i rm s  

a man's i d e n t i t y  wi th  men in s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  and compet i t ive  

s t a t u s e s .  F a i l u r e  o f  s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  i s  t r a n s l a t e d  in  the  

imagery o f  be ing s e x u a l ly  depr ived  o f  t h e  n u t s .  To pu t  a lock on someone's 

n u ts  i s  a s o c i a l  and economic b e s t i n g  o f  male f r i e n d s ,  ne ighbors and enemies.



55

By p la c in g  Lady Luck in a p o s i t i o n  o f  m y s t i c a l l y  caus ing fo r tune  

and m is f o r t u n e ,  n eg a t iv e  emotions and d i s p la c e d  h o s t i l i t i e s  a re  mytho

l o g i c a l l y  r e i n f o r c e d  in  the  personae  o f  women. Lady Luck o s c i l l a t e s  

between c u l t u r a l  i d e a l s  and p e rce iv ed  d i s c r ep a n c ie s  in  models o f  so c ia l  

l i f e  (Hammond-Tooke 1974: 131).  She media tes  thoughts  and ac t io n s  

"occu r r ing  s y n c h r o n ic a l ly  with  th e  p o s t u l a t i o n s "  o f  bu ll  power and her 

h e i f e r  s t a t u s  (Hammond-Tooke 1974: 131).  The co g n i t iv e  maps o f  bul l  

power envelop d i s c r e p a n c i e s  and th e  n a tu re  o f  so c ia l  and gaming r e l a 

t i o n s h i p s  as wel l  as p r e s c r i b e  harmonious so c ia l  pos tu res  between the  

sexes  and l o y a l t y  to  males w i th in  th e  " s t a t u s  blood bath"  (Goffman 

1961: 78).  The ambiguity  o f  th e  femin ine luck symbol r e - c o n c e p tu a l i z e s  

c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  and p re s su re s  o f  s o c i a l  r e a l i t y :  "Women make lousey

poker p l a y e r s  because t h e y ' r e  p a s s iv e  and too t i g h t  with  money." Bul ls  

as American males a r e  r a t i o n a l i z e d  no t  only  in  sexua l ly  convincing 

imagery bu t  a l s o  e x p l i c a t e d  in  a h ie r a rc h y  o f  moneymakers and smart 

d e a l e r s .  Symbols o f  th e  semant ic  domain o f  bull  power c l u s t e r  the  sensory  

and o b l i g a t o r y  expe r iences  f o r  s o c i a l i z a t i o n  and gamesmanship o f  the  

American man.

S o c i o l i n g u i s t i c s

The most r e c e n t  s ta t em en t  about  th e  goa ls  and methods o f  so c io 

l i n g u i s t s  i s  p re sen te d  by Hymes (1974) as  the  i n t e r a c t i o n  between soc ia l  

r o l e  and f e a t u r e s  o f  language w i th in  th e  n a tu ra l  u n i t  o f  the  speech 

community (Hymes 1974; 35),  Severa l  sources  have developed l i n g u i s t i c  

s t y l e  in  a s s o c i a t i o n  w i th :  c r e a t i v i t y  and s t a t u s  performance (Burling
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1970; A lb e r t  1964; Hymes 1962, 1964, 1974; Brown and Gilman 1960; 

and Gumperz 1964);  t h e  audience as a v a r i a b l e  a f f e c t i n g  speech (Geertz 

1960);  and s o c i a l  s i t u a t i o n  as r e l a t e d  to  speech v a r i e t y  of  a r g o t s ,  

va lu es  and a t t i t u d e s  (Rubin 1973; Fishman 1970; and Goffman 1964). 

There a r e  c r i t i q u e s  and d i s c u s s io n s  o f  th e  f i e l d  and a n a l y t i c a l  en

deavor ,  in c lu d in g  th e  f a i l u r e  o f  r e s e a r c h e r s  to  sp ec i fy  c ircumstances  

o f  speech u se ,  f r equency ,  so c ia l  i n t e n t ,  and e x p re s s io n ,  and the  i n t e r 

s e c t i o n  o f  form with  f u n c t io n  in  speech s i t u a t i o n s  (Rubin 1973; Hymes 

1974; Labov 1963 and 1972; and Williams 1972). Less has been w r i t t e n  

about  t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  emotive speech (S tankiewicz  1964).  S o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  

symbolism in  language i s  most e x t e n s iv e ly  analyzed in  the  w r i t i n g s  of 

poe t  and l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c  Kenneth Burke (Burke 1956, 1962, 1966, and 

1967).

This  s e c t i o n  w i l l  b r i e f l y  develop s i t u a t i o n a l  a n a l y s i s  o f  verbal 

s t y l e s  and modes o f  speech a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  game c h a t t e r  and p lay e r  

t y p o lo g ie s .  At th e  o n s e t  th e re  a r e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  in r e s t r i c t i n g  a d i r e c t  

1:1 r e l a t i o n s h i p  between a c t i o n  and p l a y e r  ty p e ,  i . e . ,  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  

most n a t u r a l l y  found in  taxonomies with  m a te r ia l  r e f e r e n t s  (B e r l in ,  

Breedlove,  Raven 1970).  Act ion and m o t iva t iona l  r e f e r e n t s  a re  l inked  

to  game s t r a t e g i e s  and verbal performance o f  T i g h t i e s  and Looseys. The 

fo l lowing  l i n g u i s t i c  da ta  a re  t i e d  to  p l a y e r  a c t io n  s e t s .  Since c r e a 

t i v i t y  in  des ign ing  game phraseo logy  and terminology i s  dependent upon 

a good deal o f  " co d e - s w i tc h in g ," ^  a p l a y e r ’s performance i s  not a s t a t i c

^C ode-switch ing ,  in t h i s  s en se ,  no t  only  r e f e r s  to  a change from 
" t r a n s a c t i o n a l  t o  p e r so n a l"  s t y l e  bu t  a l s o  in performance as a T igh t ie
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r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h a t  holds  f o r  a l l  t imes and a l l  p lace s .

According to  o v e r a l l  f requency o f  speech modes d iscussed  by 

Will iams (1972),  those  modes used in the  poker games o f  th e  Oxford and 

Stockman a re  g e n e r a l ly  c o n t e x t - c e n t e r e d — "im puls ive ,  c o n t a c t i v e ,  and 

c o n v e r sa t iv e  modes." These modes a re  complimented with  nonverbal com

munication (Williams 1972: 128-129).  The second o rd e r  o f  frequency 

i s  " d e s c r i p t i v e - d i r e c t i v e , "  which i s  used f o r  l e a rn in g  or  recount ing  

gaming s i t u a t i o n s  a t  t h e  Oxford and Stockman (Will iams 1972: 129).

The l e a s t  f r e q u e n t  mode o f  speech a t  th e  Oxford and Stockman i s  " e lab -  

o r a t i v e , "  th e  meaning o f  an exper ienced  e v e n t ,  a concept o r  appeal to  

reason (Williams 1972: 129),  Speech s t y l e s  and to p i c s  o f  the  Top 

H a t t e r s  do not r e f l e c t  s i m i l a r  usage o r  ex p re ss io n s .  The o rd e r  of 

frequency a t  the  Top Hat i s  " c o n v e r s a t iv e ,  e l a b o r a t i v e  and impulsive 

modes" (Will iams 1972: 128-129).  The l e a s t  f r equen t  mode o f  Top 

H a t t e r s  i s  " c o n t a c t i v e , "  which i s  r e s t r i c t e d  to  i n i t i a l  g r e e t i n g s  

(Will iams 1972: 128).  The most nonverbal communicative behaviors  

a r e  a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  th e  Oxfordians  in  c o n t r a s t  to  Stockmen and Top 

H a t t e r s .

The s i t u a t i o n s  which a r e  game-centered  and t y p i f i e d  by t a lk in g  

loose  o r  p lay in g  lo o se  a r e  b e s t  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  in the  " impuls ive  and 

co n v e r sa t iv e  modes" (Williams 1972: 128).  Talking loose  and playing 

loose  most f u l l y  develop a verbal s t y l e  o f  speech^ (Wells I960: 216).

o r  Loosey—phys ica l  demeanor and frequency  o f  modes (Gumperz 1964: 149). 
" T ra n s a c t io n a l "  i s  t i e d  t o  s t a t u s  as o f f i c i a l  and t a s k - o r i e n t e d ;  "p e r 
s o n a l , "  i s  connected wi th  shared  s t a t u s e s  on a f r i e n d s h ip  o r  peer  b a s i s .

verba l  s t y l e ,  as  c o n t r a s t e d  wi th  a nominal s t y l e ,  shor tens  the
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CUT THE CARDS
T igh t  P lay e r  Loose Player

"Cut th e  c a r d s . "  "Cut 'em!"
"Cut th e  deck ,"  "Cut 'em up!"
"Will you c u t  th e  ca rds?"  "Whack 'em!"

The T i g h t i e  can tap  t h e  t a b l e  w i th  a couple  f i n g e r s  t o  i n d i c a t e ,  "Cut 

th e  c a r d s . "  A Loosey w i l l  u s u a l l y  i n d i c a t e  h i s  p le a su re  with  a wave 

o f  th e  hand toward th e  d e a l e r ,  o r  by thumping h is  hand loud ly  on the  

t a b l e .

PUT A DOLLAR IN THE DARK
Tigh t  P laye r  Loose P layer

"Put a D o l la r  in the  Dark." "Behind the  gun,
"Put a d o l l a r  i n . "  d o l l a r  i n . "
" D o l la r  in  th e  d a rk . "  "Darken i t . "

The T i g h t i e  might t a p  th e  deck a g a i n s t  th e  t a b l e  to  s ig n a l  th e  deal .

The Loosey may p o in t  t o  th e  c e n t e r  spo t  on the  t a b l e  f o r  d o l l a r  in the  

dark but would most probably  thump th e  t a b l e  with h i s  hand, o r  smack the  

ca rd s  soundly  a g a i n s t  h i s  hand o r  th e  t a b l e .  T i g h t i e s ,  who a re  not 

t a l k i n g  lo o s e ,  a r e  l e s s  vocal and l e s s  phys ica l  in communicating d i r e c 

t i o n s  and wishes .  This behav io r  i s  c o n s i s t e n t  with t h e  t i g h t e r ,  more 

c o n t r o l l e d  approach.

With th e  i n f l u x  o f  new f i s h ,  p la y e r s  may code-switch  not only  from 

t a s k  o r i e n t e d  communication, t r a n s a c t i o n a l  s t y l e ,  bu t  a l s o  to  personal 

s t y l e s .  P laye rs  may swi tch  to  t a l k i n g  lo o s e ,  clamming up, t o p i c  choices  

and g r e e t i n g  responses  as "op t iona l  v a r i a n t s "  in the  codes o f  s o c i a l i z a 

t i o n  and game behav io r  (E rv in -T r ipp  1964: 90).  The phys ica l  communica-

number o f  l e t t e r s  and s y l l a b l e s ,  uses  l e s s  c lauses  and decreases  the  d i s 
t i n c t  sen tence  p a t t e r n .  Verbal s t y l e s  i n t e r j e c t  more o f  th e  sp ea k e r ' s  
p e r s o n a l i t y ,  e s p e c i a l l y  when the  speaker  uses the  im pera t ive  form (Wells 
1960: 215-217) .
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t i v e  behav io rs  p a r a l l e l  the  code-sw i tch ing  (A lber t  1964: 42) .  

Examples:

Fish as Fr iends

There w i l l  be a personal  s t y l e  t o  those  who share  

s t a t u s e s ,  and speech modes w i l l  be c o n ta c t iv e  and 

c o n v e r s a t iv e .  Impulsive modes a re  e x t e n s iv e ,  

e s p e c i a l l y  in  a s s o c i a t i o n  with  en t rance  to  a heavy 

a c t i o n  game and a gaming encounte r  with  heavy d r i n k 

ing .  The general  atmosphere i s  o f  "rough j o s h i n g . "

Fish  as H igh-S ta tus  Personae

There  w i l l  be a p a r ry in g  o f  a mocked personal  s t y l e  

w i th  c o n t a c t i v e  and im puls ive  modes. Cer ta in  p e r 

sonae who a r e  n o t  r e t r i b u t i v e  o r  fe a red  by p lay e r s  

w i l l  pe rm i t  t a u n t in g  and rough jo s h in g .  The atmosphere 

i s  c o m p e t i t iv e ,  even t e n s e .

Fish  as S t r an g e rs

The d e a l e r  u s u a l l y  g ives  the  r u l e s  f o r  b uy - in s .  He 

w i l l  use a t r a n s a c t i o n a l  speech s t y l e  f o r  developing 

an a b b re v ia te d  ca ta lo g u e  o f  e t i q u e t t e .  Sometimes 

c o n v e r s a t iv e  modes w i l l  be used to  e l i c i t  response  

from the  s t r a n g e r s .  Impuls ive  modes a re  n o t  used 

u n t i l  a s e t t l i n g  p e r io d  has t r a n s p i r e d ,  s in c e  p la y e r s  

w i l l  be s i z i n g  up th e  s t r a n g e r  dur ing  the  s e t t l i n g - i n  

p e r io d .
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House d e a l e r s  have s t y l e s  which may correspond to  the  type o f  

p l a y e r s  s e a te d  a t  the  t a b l e .  Deale rs  can change the  tempo o f  games 

by an emphasis on verbal s t y l i z a t i o n ,  p a t  phrases  and c l i c h e s ,  o r  r e 

duce t h e i r  vocal a c t i v i t y  to  a bare  minimum as the  a c t i o n  flows. One 

c o l o r f u l  d e a l e r  f o r  th e  Oxford house w i l l  speed up a slow game by 

c a l l i n g :

"Look out!  Down 'n  d i r t y . "  (Las t  card  coming in  a
Stud game)

"Darken i t ! "  (Lowball opener)

"Hey, hey. Here we go!" (Announcing a new dea l )

"Look o u t ,  here  they  [ c a r d s ]  (Open cards  in  Stud)
come."

"Let  y e r  judgmint be y e r  g u id e . "  (During a pause)

Hymes (1974) remarks t h a t  i t  i s  most i n t e r e s t i n g  to  no te  what " p a r t i c i 

pan ts  do f o r  and to  a language" (Hymes 1974: 21).  The p a r t i c i p a n t s  o f  

th e  Oxford and Top Hat a r e  most i n t e r e s t i n g  in  t h i s  r e s p e c t .  Some d e a le r s  

who a r e  exper ienced  and well r e s p e c te d  w i l l  p robably  v e r b a l i z e  the  most 

changes i n  s to ck  poker p h ra ses .  However, many d e a l e r s  v e rb a l i z e  very 

l i t t l e  as they  a r e  c o n c e n t r a t i n g  on game m a t te r s  and media ting  f r i c t i o n s  

o r  r u l e  deployments .  A very no isy  o r  sm ar t -a lecky  d e a l e r  " s t e a l s "  the  

verba l  s p o t l i g h t  from p la y e r s  who a re  e n ac t in g  t h e i r  "drama" and verbal 

r e p e r t o i r e  as game s t r a t e g y .  The b e s t  house d e a le r s  know when to  i n i t i a t e  

communication and when to  be s i l e n t .

S ta tu s  h i e r a r c h i e s  o f  t h e  Oxford house w i l l  use a t r a n s a c t io n a l  

s t y l e  and d e s c r i p t i v e - d i r e c t i v e  mode when g iv ing  o rd e r s  o r  making r e 

q u e s t s .  In th e  case  o f  h i g h - s t a t u s  buffoon personae ,  p l a y e r s  and s t a f f e r s
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w i l l  t o l e r a t e  quips  and g e s t i c u l a t i o n s  o f  th e  " e n t e r t a i n e r - b u f f o o n s . "

These e n t e r t a i n e r s  add c o l o r ,  c h a t t e r  and t e n s i o n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  in s t r i d e n t ,  

c o n t a c t i v e ,  o r  impuls ive  modes o f  speech. Occas iona l ly  t h e r e  a re  c l iq u e s  

o f  two o r  t h r e e  s t a f f e r s  who b r i e f l y  t r a d e  goss ip  o r  a c t i o n  t i d b i t s .

These personae  whisper  in  a t é t e - à - t e t e  manner with  smirks ,  head nods 

and bobs as well  a s  animated eye c o n ta c t .  The Stockman owner uses 

d e s c r i p t i v e - d i r e c t i v e  mode in many o f  h i s  s t a f f  d i s c u s s io n s  and r e q u e s t s .  

He i s  most c o n v e r sa t iv e  with  p la y e r s  and f r i e n d s  as they  e n t e r  o r  drop 

o u t  o f  games.

F i r s t  names and nicknames a r e  used d e s p i t e  s t a t u s  d i f f e r e n c e s  in 

a l l  t h r e e  gaming environments .  The s i t u a t i o n  i s  a paradox s ince  p layer s  

and s t a f f e r s  c r e a t e  s o l i d a r y  game r e l a t i o n s h i p s  in an atmosphere o f  

mutual r e s p e c t  d e s p i t e  th e  impending com pet i t ion .  An e q u a l i z a t i o n  in 

t h e  use o f  f i r s t  names r e p r e s e n t s  a s u p e r f i c i a l  a t tem p t  t o  e r a se  so c ia l  

d i s t a n c e  (Brown and Gilman 1960: 257-260).  The remaining game and 

l i n g u i s t i c  behav io rs  sugges t  t h a t  nicknames,  e s p e c i a l l y  th e  use of  

d i m i n u i t i v e s ,  d e s ig n a te  a f f e c t i o n  o r  s t a t u s  a f f i l i a t i o n .  Nicknames a re  

used f o r  a l l  s t a t u s e s .  Animal nicknames (o r  sounds an animal might make) 

denote  f r i e n d s h i p  and buffoonery ,  sometimes d i s g u i s i n g  a r u t h l e s s  p la y e r .  

P lace  names o r  names a t t a c h e d  to  e th n i c  o r i g i n  a re  c o lo r f u l  and u su a l ly  

tag  a h i g h - s t a t u s  pe rsonae .  The only de roga to ry  e th n ic  remarks I heard 

were in  connec t ion  wi th  Native  American scrapes  and s c u f f l e s  a t  the  

Oxford,  and th e  r i d i c u l i n g  o f  a poor l o s e r  a t  th e  Stockman who was c h a r 

a c t e r i z e d  a s ,  "A hot-headed  wop."
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K ib b i tz e r s  a t  the  Oxford use a g rea l  deal  o f  impuls ive and co n tac 

t i v e  modes o f  speech.  Some k i b b i t z e r s  a re  q u i e t ,  e s p e c i a l l y  th e  rea l  

"down and o u te r s "  who have no game a f f i l i a t i o n .  K ib b i t z e r s '  frequency 

and ampli tude  o f  speech r i s e  and f a l l  with  gaming a c t i o n .  K ibb i tze rs  

a t  th e  Stockman u s u a l l y  exchange c o n ta c t iv e  and c o n v e r sa t iv e  modes with 

p l a y e r  f r i e n d s  and th e  owner, w h i le  k i b b i t z e r s  o f  th e  Top Hat can i n t e r 

r u p t  game a c t i o n  by convers ing  about  f r i e n d s ,  r e l a t i v e s ,  and ev en ts .

The most unusual communicative behavio rs  o f  a l l  p la y e r s  and k i b b i t z e r s  

took p lace  a t  t h e  Top Hat,  i . e . ,  musical  behav ior .  Top H at te rs  may sing 

l y r i c s  o f  p opu la r  songs ,  hum p h r a s e s ,  " l i c k s  o r  r i f f s . T o p  Hat ters  

a r e  th e  only  poker  p la y e r s  who mull over  a hand and s in g  a t  the  same 

t ime.  Another d i s t i n c t l y  Top Hat form i s  th e  use o f  "hip"  ta lk --min imal 

words,  s y n t a c t i c  f ragm ents ,  and a t t i t u d e s  o f  "being c o o l . "  Speech i s  

designed as " f i l l  in  th e  blank" w i th in  the  p eer  group r e p e r t o i r e .  A l l -  

knowing nods o f  a f f i r m a t i o n  o r  nega t ion  a r e  d isp layed  in response  to 

c l ip p e d  and t e r s e  p h r a s e s ,  and a f u l l  sen tence  s t y l e  o f  d i s co u r se  may 

no t  even be used f o r  an " e l a b o r a t i v e  mode o f  speech" (Will iams 1972: 

129).

Although f a m i l i a r  w i th  B e r n s t e i n ' s  w r i t i n g s  on s o c i a l  c l a s s  d i f 

f e r e n c e s  and language l e a r n i n g ,  I was unable  to  de termine  any sys temat ic  

c l a s s  membership o r  educa t io n a l  t r a i n i n g  t i e d  to  the  family  l i f e  o f  Top 

H a t t e r s  (B e rn s te in  1961; B ern s te in  and Henderson 1969; and P e t t e r s en  

1971). T h e re fo re ,  r a t h e r  than  connec t  homogeneity o f  Top H a t te r s  with

^Licks  and r i f f s  a r e  d e r iv e d  from j a z z  a r g o t s ;  l i c k s  a re  improvised 
so lo s  and r i f f s  a r e  f ragmentary  and h igh ly  r e p e t i t i v e  rhythmic o r  melodic 
sequences .  I am ana lyz ing  Top H a t t e r ' s  musical  performance and did  not 
hear  l i c k s  o r  r i f f s  used by th e  p a r t i c i p a n t s .
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communication codes o f  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  o r  educa t iona l  background, I 

based my i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  Top H a t t e r s '  l i n g u i s t i c  behav ior  on Labov's 

pee r  group v a r i a b l e  (Labov 1963: 279) ,  Labov (1963) d i s cu s se s  an 

a s s y m e t r i c a l  d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  l i n g u i s t i c  p a t t e r n in g  over a wide v a r i e t y  

o f  age l e v e l s  (Labov 1953: 279).  According to  th e se  t h r e e  play en

v ironm ents ,  Top H a t t e r s  r e p r e s e n t  the  most homogeneous but a ty p ica l  

speech p a t t e r n s  in  c o n t r a s t  t o  p a t t e r n s  o f  the  Oxfordians ,  Stockmen 

and community a t  l a r g e .  Reinforcement o f  behaviors  by th e  peer  group 

in c lu d e s  musical  t a s t e s  and d re s s  as well  as the  noncompet it ive  n a tu re  

o f  the  game and s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  T he re fo re ,  I chose Labov's peer 

group v a r i a b l e  as th e  most im por tan t  f a c t o r  f o r  de termining  homogeneity 

o f  l i n g u i s t i c - p a r a l i n g u i s t i c  behav iors  o f  Top H a t t e r s .

P a r a l i n g u i s t i c  behav iors  a r e  most p r e v a l e n t  in  form and frequency 

a t  th e  Oxford. There i s  a f r e q u e n t  use o f  hand, f i s t ,  arms and upper 

t o r s o .  There i s  a l s o  f r e q u e n t  " s ig n a l in g "  which c o n f l i c t s  with o v e r t  

c o n t e n t  o f  a s ta t em e n t - -w in k in g ,  grimacing,  pou t ing ,  smirking (Hymes 

1974: 57-58) ,  These s i g n a l i n g  behav io rs  a r e  used in  goss ip  s i t u a t i o n s  

and as game s t r a t e g i e s .  Using f a c i a l  t e l l s  as game s t r a t e g y  d i s p e l s  

c e r t a i n  myths about  th e  "poker f a c e . "

A way o f  speaking can " c o n s t i t u t e  symbolic form and arousal  o f  

e x p e c t a t i o n s "  (Hymes 1974: 46 ,106 ,112) .  This i s  e s p e c i a l l y  t r u e  of  

Looseys and lo o se  t a l k e r s  o r  th e  s i l e n c e  o f  a T i g h t i e  as th e s e  s t y l e s  

may a c t u a l l y  d e f in e  a game s t r a t e g y .  S o c i o - l i n g u i s t i c  behaviors  o f  

the  gaming environment a s s ig n  m a t t e r s  o f  drama and a c t i o n  o f  a symbolic 

agency and purpose ,  i . e . ,  p l a y e r s  may use symbolic r e so u rce s  f o r  t h e i r
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own sake (Burke in  Hymes 1974; 21 63) .  P la y e r s ,  k i b b i t z e r s ,  s t a f f e r s

and s h i l l s  e l a b o r a t e  the  bovine metaphor as dramatic  and symbolic agents

w i th in  th e  p lay  environment.

Burke (1962) q u e s t io n s  th e  i n t r i n s i c  use of  symbolic re sou rces :

. . . might words be found to  possess  a ' s p i r i t '  
p e c u l i a r  to  t h e i r  n a tu re  as words; and might the  
th in g s  o f  exper ience  then become in  e f f e c t  the  
m a t e r i a l i z a t i o n  o f  such s p i r i t ,  the  m an i fe s t a t io n  
o f  t h i s  s p i r i t  in  v i s i b l e  t a n g i b l e  bodies? (1962: 5)

According to  Burke, th in g s  o f  n a tu r e  may be th e  m an ife s t  s igns  of  t h e i r  

verbal e n t i t l e m e n t s  as n a tu re  which "gleams s e c r e t l y  with a most f a n t a s 

t i c  shimmer words and s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p "  (Burke 1962: 21) .  Natural  

symbols become "a v a s t  pagentry  o f  s o c i a l - v e r b a l  masques and costumes" 

(Burke 1962: 6 7 ) .  The enactment o f  Bull Power and a sp e c t s  o f  the  

bovine metaphor- -s tockmen, oxen, s t e e r s ,  h e i f e r s - - a r e  s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  

e n t i t l e m e n t s  w i th in  th e  game envi ronment;  ex tens ions  o f  i d e a l i z e d ,  

p e r fo rm a t iv e ,  and o b l i g a t o r y  r o l e s  t h a t  a r e  found o u t s id e  th e  games 

as w e l l .

Conclusions  and Comparisons

Games wi th  r u l e s  may be analyzed as continuous so c ia l  adjustment 

and a d a p t a t i o n ,  but they a l s o  have symbolic co n tex ts  and enactments f o r  

personae  w i th in  a com pet i t ive  s o c i e t y  and gaming encounte r .  The semantic 

domain o f  Bull Power e x p l i c a t e s  the  n a tu re  and s t r u c t u r e  o f  soc ia l  l i f e .  

In c o n t r a s t  t o  Oxfordians  and Stockmen, Top H a t te r s  a r e  a ty p i c a l  in 

t h e i r  commitment to  the  poker game. This may be a t t r i b u t e d  to  a younger 

g e n e r a t io n  which i s  romant iz ing  and reforming soc ia l  o rd e r  w i th in  a peer
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community. Top H a t t e r s  a r e  p lay in g  d i f f e r e n t  kinds  o f  games w i th in  the 

poker s i t u a t i o n .  There i s  l e s s  emphasis on making money o r  competing 

f o r  f i n a n c i a l l y - b a s e d  s t a t u s e s .  Top H a t te r s  a re  not  involved to  the  

same e x t e n t  as Oxfordians  in deep p lay .  Top H a t te r s  emphasize "being 

cool"  and "moral. "  Top H a t t e r s '  s o c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  p h i lo so p h ie s  sug

g e s t  a d i s con ten tm en t  with  the  "American System" o f  moneymaking and 

f i n a n c i a l  p r e s t i g e .  The bovine  metaphor i s  no t  l i n g u i s t i c a l l y  expressed 

o r  enac ted  sy m b o l ica l ly .  A n a l y t i c a l l y  speak ing ,  Top H a t te r s  r e p r e s e n t  

nu rs in g  c a lv e s  n o t  y e t  weaned from childhood o r  a s s i m i l a t e d  in  the  main

s t ream o f  p o s se s s o r  and posse ssed .  Oxfordians enac t  th e  American System, 

w hi le  Stockmen express  conf idence  in th e  exper ience  and ex tens ion  of 

s k i l l s  from th e  m arke tp lace .

The f o i l  o f  the  poker game used by s k i l l e d  p l a y e r s  and p r o f e s s i o n a l s  

sugges ts  t h a t  t h e  f o i l  i s  most c l o s e l y  t i e d  to  exper ienced  gamesmanship 

and m an ipu la t ion  o f  opponents '  e x p e c t a t i o n s .  Women and g i r l s  who play 

poker do no t  appear  to  be c o n s i s t e n t  o r  b ig  winners .  Men a re  most ap t  

to  employ s t r a t e g i e s  and t a c t i c s  a s s o c i a t e d  with symbolic enactments of  

c o m p e t i t io n .  When women e n t e r  a game, male p layer s  seem t o  p u l l  back, 

and th e  game cools  o f f .  The game takes  on the  gu ise  o f  a c o n f ro n ta t io n  

o f  th e  s ex e s ;  males become more p r o t e c t i v e ,  l e s s  c o m p e t i t iv e ,  and reduce 

p r e s s u r e  and t e n s i o n .  This was e v id en t  in  a l l  t h r e e  p lay  environments .

The f o i l  o f  t h e  game i s  most e f f e c t i v e l y  used by house s t a f f e r s  and high-  

s t a t u s  f r i e n d s  who enjoy f i n a n c i a l  means to  "play games." Experienced 

p l a y e r s  use s t r a t e g i e s  and p o s tu r e s  which a re  no t  e a s i l y  r e a d ;  s k i l l f u l  

i n t i m i d a t i o n  and ly in g  a r e  used to  manipula te  e x p e c t a t i o n s ,  f e a r s  and
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values  o f  opponents .

Emotional s t im u l i  and p le a s u re s  gained from gambling a re  r a t i o n 

a l i z e d  by mental and phys ica l  b u l l s .  The semantic domain o f  Bull Power 

harmonizes symbols o f  sensory  and s o c i a l  ex p e r ien ce ,  and d e f ines  o rde r  

a g a i n s t  a backdrop o f  c h ao t i c  and d i s r u p t i v e  p o t e n t i a l s  during th e  

scramble f o r  s t a t u s .  Lying, i n t i m i d a t i o n  and sex a r e  thematic  c o n s t e l 

l a t i o n s  manipula ted  f o r  th e  p o s i t i v e  va lues  o f  f i n a n c i a l  ga in and smart 

d e a l i n g .  Games a t  the  Oxford and Stockmen a re  more r i t u a l i z e d  than 

th o se  a t  th e  Top Hat. Top Hat games c i r c l e  w i th in  a dynamic f i e l d  o f  

p e e r  c o n t a c t  and young a d u l t  s o c i a l i z a t i o n .  Life  meanings o f  Top H a t te r s  

a re  in  f l u x  and more s u b j e c t i v e l y  exper ienced  w i th in  the  c losed  network 

o f  a p ee r  world .

Analyses by Rober ts  and Sutton-Smith  (1962),  Barry and Roberts 

(1972),  and Mar tinez  and La Franchi (1969) o f f e r  a comparative frame

work f o r  some d isagreement  and agreement with  my re s ea rc h .  Games of  

chance r e p r e s e n t  a response  t o  p a s s i v i t y  o f  p l a y e r s '  normal l i f e  r o le s  

and an e x p re s s io n  o f  incom pat ib le  re sponses  toward gambling and the  

image o f  t h e  d i l i g e n t  p ro v id e r ;  t h i s  a n a l y s i s  by Roberts and Sutton-Smith 

i s  suppor ted  by a Loosey-Loser (Roberts  and Sut ton-Smith 1962: 179).

The c o r r e l a t i o n  o f  games o f  chance and i n f a n t i l e  dependency—when lu ck ,  

not p l a y e r  s k i l l ,  i s  r e s p o n s ib l e  f o r  outcome--may be supported  by the  

va lues  o f  a Loosey-Loser (Barry and Roberts 1972; 305).  The Loosey 

might come c l o s e r  t o  m o t iva t ions  based on an e f f i c a c i o u s  a l t e r - e g o  

w i th in  th e  gaming environment,  but some p la y e r s  o p e r a t i o n a l i z e  behavior 

as a game s i t u a t i o n  a l t e r s .  Manipulative  p layer s  code-switch  as demands
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and nuances o f  th e  game develop .  For th e se  p l a y e r s ,  poker r e p re se n t s  a 

game o f  c h a n c e - s t r a t e g y  and s k i l l .  P r o fe s s io n a l s  and s k i l l e d  personae 

may be "ad d ic ted "  to  moneymaking as much as poker p lay ing .

Although Top H a t t e r s  and Oxfordians a re  most prone to  exper ience 

confus ion  or  f r u s t r a t i o n  about s t a t u s e s  and r o le s  in r e l a t i o n  to  the 

community a t  l a r g e ,  th e  former exper ience  a " l imina l  per iod"  with s h i f t 

ing s o c i a l  l o y a l t i e s ,  e t h i c s  and i d e n t i t i e s ,  while  th e  l a t t e r  r e p re se n t  

a group " in  a bind"  from lack  o f  formal t r a i n i n g  and approaching old age 

(Turner 1957: 98) .  Both Top H a t te r s  and Oxfordians a re  not so e a s i l y  

swept i n t o  th e  i d e a l i z e d  mains tream of  c u l t u r a l  e x p ec ta t io n s  and even ts .  

However, Top H a t t e r s  cannot be s t y l i z e d  as "add ic ted"  gamblers ,  whereas 

some o f  th e  Oxfordians  a re  c l o s e r  to  t h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  (Roberts and 

Sut ton-Smith  1962: 184).

Sta tements  about  t h e  c o n t ro l  o f  "benevolent f a t e "  a r e  more t ru e  

o f  a Loosey. In c o n t r a s t  to  Barry and Rober ts ,  the  in voca t ion  of  Lady 

Luck i s  a symbolic g e s tu r in g  toward s o c i a l ,  gener ic  woman, not neces

s a r i l y  "mother" (Barry and Rober ts  1972: 305).  The femin ine  luck symbol 

i s  n o t  "omnipotent"  bu t  f i c k l e  (Barry and Roberts 1972: 305).  S t a t i s t i c s  

and p r o b a b i l i t i e s  o f f e r  a id  and comfort  t o  T i g h t i e s ,  who espouse a p rag 

matic  and " s c i e n t i f i c "  approach to  gamesmanship; s t a t i s t i c s  a re  l e s s  

f i c k l e  and more omnipotent than  Lady Luck. Personal assessment  by con

s e r v a t i v e  p l a y e r s  occurs  dur ing  lo g ic a l  ana lyses  o f  the  n a tu ra l  world 

r a t h e r  than  a s u p e r n a tu r a l  world .  A f a c i l e  poker p l a y e r  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  

th e r e  i s  an element  o f  chance bu t  d i s c i p l i n e s  h i s  mind and emotions in 

d e fe n s iv e  s t r a t e g i e s .  A r i g i d  adherence to  emotion- laden and h ighly
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a g g re s s iv e  s t r a t e g i e s  tends  to  produce l o s e r s .  A r i g i d  adherence to  

t h e  T i g h t i e ' s  approach produces a s ca red  p la y e r  who w i l l  not r i s k  lo s in g  

c o n t ro l  t o  h i s  imagina t ion  or  i n t u i t i o n .

An a r t i c l e  by Mar tinez and La Franchi (1959) ex p la in s  commercial 

poker  games in  n o r th e rn  C a l i f o r n i a  by a f o u r - f o l d  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of  

poker p l a y e r s  and m o t iva t ions  (Martinez and La Franchi 1969: 30-35, 52).  

These a u th o rs  say the  main s k i l l s  in  poker  a re  p a t i e n ce  and s e l f - c o n t r o l  

to  r i d e  o u t  a run o f  bad cards  (Martinez and La Franchi 1969: 30).  My 

in form ants  a g ree ;  they  s t a t e  necessa ry  r a t i o s  of  s t a k e s  to  game s t y l e s ,  

game mechanics and p l a y e r  t y p e s .  My informants  a l so  agree t h a t  c r e a t i n g  

a double r e v e r se  s t r a t e g y ,  s i g n a l i n g  a t e l l ,  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  c a r ry  o f f ;  

t e l l s  a r e  most t r a n s p a r e n t l y  and f r e q u e n t l y  used by poor p la y e r s  (Martinez  

and La Franchi 1969: 31).

I f  a p l a y e r  o v e r t l y  shows h i s  co n f id en ce ,  he s u f f e r s  d e v a s ta t in g  

e f f e c t s  when bea ten .  A lo s s  o f  face  by an o ve rcon f iden t  p l a y e r  i s  an 

o v e r tu r e  to  d e f e a t .  P laye rs  t r y  t o  e r a s e  d e fe a t s  from memory as soon as 

p o s s i b l e - - t h e y  count c h i p s ,  e a t ,  smoke, o r  take  seventh  inn ing  s t r e t c h e s .  

Most o f t e n  p l a y e r s  who thought they  he ld  th e  nuts  bu t  were soundly  burned 

w i l l  drop ou t  o f  game f o r  t h a t  evening.

In agreement wi th  Mart inez and La F ranch i ,  Missoula gamblers sanc

t i o n  and r e i n f o r c e  c e r t a i n  game behaviors  by s i n g l i n g  ou t  in d iv id u a l s  

who t y p i f y  o u t e r  l i m i t s  o f  p e rm is s i b l e  behav ior .  This  s an c t io n in g  u s u a l l y  

t a k e s  p lace  a f t e r  th e  o f fend ing  p l a y e r  has dropped from the  game (Martinez 

and La Franchi 1969: 31).
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In c o n t r a s t  to  a c t i o n  a t  e s t a b l i s h m e n ts  s tu d ied  by Martinez and 

La F ranch i ,  a c t i o n  a t  Oxford Table I I  i s  loud and f r e n e t i c .  Fas t  games 

t y p i f y  both t a b l e s  o f  the  Oxford,  whi le  th e  Stockman game i s  more t y p i 

cal  o f  t h e  " q u i e t ,  r e lax ed  game" d e sc r ib e d  by the  C a l i f o r n i a  r e s e a rc h e r s  

(Mart inez  and La Franchi 1969: 31).

There a r e  f u r t h e r  v a r i a t i o n s  in  games throughout  th e  s t a t e  o f  Mon

ta n a .  In B i l l i n g s  p a r t i c i p a n t s  can p lay  Hold 'Em, a two-hole  card  Stud 

game wi th  t h r e e  open cards  p laced  in  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  th e  t a b l e .  S t a f f e r s  

in B i l l i n g s  use th e  c e n t e r  deal which r e s t r i c t s  a l l  card handl ing to  

t h e  house d e a l e r ;  t h i s  d i f f e r s  from M issou la 's  r o t a t i n g  d e a l . Hold 'Em 

and c e n t e r  deal a re  Las Vegas im por ts .  There a re  O xfo rd -s ty le  games and 

c l i e n t e l e  in  B i l l i n g s ,  Bozeman and B ut te .  City  gambling ord inances  and 

enforcement o f  Montana gambling laws r e c e i v e  d i f f e r e n t i a l  implementation 

and enforcement around th e  s t a t e .  Some out-of - town games r e s t r i c t  amounts 

o f  r a i s i n g  and b e t t i n g ,  but do not have a $100 pot l i m i t .  Names o f  face  

cards  w i l l  va ry ,  and a r e v e r s e  wheel in  Lowball,  t h e  Kali s p e l l  Wheel, i s  

played in  o t h e r  games around Missoula .  In B i l l i n g s  face cards  and te n s  

a re  p a i n t s , and i f  you hold a p a i n t  f a c t o r y  in a Lowball game, you have 

a very poor  hand indeed.

Martinez  and La Franchi s t a t e  t h a t  th e  ac t io n  p la y e r  (Loosey-Loser) 

i s  " p ro te c t e d "  by winning p l a y e r s  who do no t  a l lu d e  to  th e  l o s e r ' s  sucker  

s t a t u s ;  game personae  w i l l  a l s o  i n s i s t  t h a t  th e re  i s  open, f r e e  compet i

t i o n  (Mart inez  and La Franchi 1969: 33) .  There i s  ample evidence f o r  

p r o t e c t i n g  Loosey-Losers in  Missoula games. S im i la r  c la ims about com

p e t i t i o n  a r e  s u p e r f i c i a l  "come-on 's" t o  pamper Looseys. Like C a l i f o r n i a
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Losers ,  Missoula  Losers r e l y  h e a v i ly  on lu ck .  They save face  by r a t i o n 

a l i z i n g  f a i l u r e  to  win because o f  bad luck .  Winners w i l l  reduce ten s io n  

by say ing :

"Boy, y o u ' r e  r e a l l y  unlucky t o n i g h t . "

"You su re  a r e  de termined .  I ' l l  have to  give you t h a t . "

"You r e a l l y  a r e  unlucky."

"I won cuz o f  good lu c k ,  i t ' s  j u s t  good lu c k ."

Informants '  responses  to  q u e s t io n s  vary  with  th e  amount o f  poker 

e x p e r i e n c e ,  p e rc e p t io n s  o f  s e l f  in  r e l a t i o n  to  o th e r  pe rsonae ,  and com

mitment t o  th e  game as a moneymaker. Emic analyses  o f  game s t r a t e g i e s  

and psycho log ica l  m an ipu la t ion  stem from a conscious  a t tem p t  to  con tro l  

p lay  and opponents .  There a r e  a lmost no emic analyses  or  exp lan a t io n s  o f :

1) So c ie ty  as a shaping " f o r c e . "

2} Symbolism o f  th e  game,

3) Soc ia l  s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e  game.

Only one in formant  g e n e r a l i z e d  what he pe rce ived  to  be " so c ia l  and p o l i t 

i c a l "  segments o f  Missoula in  r e l a t i o n  to  c l a s s  membership and p o l i t i c a l  

c l o u t .  Most emic ana lyse s  and ex p lan a t io n s  concern p l a y e r  typo lo g ie s  and 

m o t iv a t io n s  in  a c t i o n  s t r a t e g i e s ;  some were very p e r c e p t iv e  and o th e r  

an a ly se s  r e f l e c t  p o s i t i o n  o f  a s t a f f e r  o r  p la y e r  in r e l a t i o n  to  the  house.  

Some in form ants  r ep ea ted  rumors which permeated a l l  t h r e e  p lay  env iron

ments:  o t h e r s  r e p e a te d  rumors genera ted  in  a c losed  network o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  

house o r  group o f  p l a y e r s .

H ypo the t ica l  q u e s t io n s  r a i s e d  about  th e  games' r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  

everyday l i f e  can t e n t a t i v e l y  be answered.
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1. O xford ians '  l i v e s  and thoughts  a r e  most c lo s e ly  t i e d  to  the  

gaming environment and ex p e r ien ce .  The "Oxford Way" i s  a l i f e  s t y l e  f o r  

many p l a y e r s .  Most o f  the  Stockmen have v ia b le  l u c r a t i v e  i n t e r e s t s  o u t 

s id e  t h e  game and in c re a se d  s o c i a l  and bus iness  c o n ta c t s .  In c o n t r a s t .

Top H a t t e r s  a r e  p lay ing  fun games.

2. Poker games and re a l  l i f e  a re  r e l a t e d  to  the  com pet i t ive  n a tu re  

and s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e  American marke tp lace  and p h i lo soph ie s  o f  "how to  ge t  

ahead ."  In th e  p lay  environment ,  g e n e r a t i o n a l ,  o c cu p a t io n a l ,  e d u c a t io n a l ,  

and c l a s s  backgrounds show a s i g n i f i c a n t  c l u s t e r i n g  in th e s e  th r e e  e s t a b 

l i sh m en ts .  The most im por tan t  v a r i a b l e s  a re  age and educa t ion .  Competi

t i v e  p lay  i s  most s i m i l a r  between Table I a t  the Oxford and Table I of  the  

Stockman—both games a re  g e n e r a l l y  more t i g h t  than loose  p lay  a t  Table II  

o f  th e  Oxford.  Table  I I  o f  th e  Oxford r e p r e s e n t s  th e  most emotion- laden 

and a g g re s s iv e  gamesmanship. Top H a t te r s  a re  unique in so c ia l  pos tu res  

and gamesmanship which emphasize e g a l i t a r i a n  s t a t u s e s  and m o t iva t ions .

3. The Oxfordians and Stockmen sh a re  ac t i o n  s t r a t e g i e s  and v e r b a l i 

z a t i o n  o f  th e  bovine metaphor.  Top H a t t e r s  have a l i m i t e d ,  t r a d i t i o n a l  

game ja rg o n  which i s  h igh ly  in fused  w i th  a fragmentary  lex icon  ch arac 

t e r i s t i c  o f  a p e e r  group. Top H a t te r s  a r e  l e s s  exper ienced  gamesmen and 

show more s o c i a l  ex p er im en ta t ion  and l e a r n in g  during th e  poker games. Top 

H a t te r s  do no t  have a g e n e r a l i z e d  o r  cohes ive  symbolic system o pe ra t ing  in 

th e  p lay  environment.



CHAPTER IV

POKER AND THE DRAMATURGICAL EVENT

The man who t e l l s  no l i e s  cannot feed  his  c h i ld r e n .
Barundi p roverb .  (A lber t  1964: 46)

To d i s c u s s  poker p lay ing  as  a d ramaturg ica l  event with  s ta tements  

and an a ly se s  about dramat ic  main tenance ,  r e v a lu a t i o n  and r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  

o f  Oxford ians ,  Stockmen and Top H a t t e r s ,  I in tend  to  con cen t ra te  on:

1) s e t t i n g  o f  th e  barroom and game place

2) masks and costumes o f  the  personae

3) myths in  process

4) l im ina l  man in  th e  p lay  world

An im por tan t  c o n s id e r a t i o n  f o r  d ram atu rg ica l  q u a l i t i e s  o f  the  gaming 

encoun te r  i s  how th e  p o s i t i v e  value  o f  making money i s  used as a back

drop a g a i n s t  which meanings and s t r a t e g i e s  o f  ind iv idua l  poker p layers  

a r e  enac ted .

S e t t i n g

One o f  th e  b e s t  i n d i c a t o r s  f o r  r i t u a l i z a t i o n  and m od if ica t ion  of 

the  games i s  th e  phys ica l  l a y o u t  o f  the  p lay  environments which e i t h e r  

changed o r  remained th e  same dur ing  my s i x  months o f  o b se rv a t io n .  The 

changes in  th e  phys ica l  s e t t i n g  o f  th e  Oxford games r e p r e s e n t  new s t r a t e 

g ie s  o f  s p a t i a l  and r u l e - o r i e n t e d  ex p re s s io n s  t o  r e f l e c t  new ideas  and
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beh av io r s - -ch an g es  in  the  games' demeanor and a t t r a c t i o n  o f  c l i e n t e l e .

The changes a t  t h e  Top Hat s t r en g th en ed  p eer  group express ion  and i n t e r 

a c t i o n .

At th e  t ime o f  the  p i l o t  s tu d y ,  I was impressed by the  a u s t e r e ,  

even S p a r ta n ,  env i rons  o f  th e  Oxford game room. The playroom had a 

l a r g e ,  barny atmosphere t h a t  was i l l u m in a te d  by d i f f u s e  f l o r e s c e n t  

l i g h t i n g .  Both t h e  s i z e  o f  t h e  room and th e  l i g h t i n g  r e f l e c t e d  a c o l o r 

l e s s  i n t e r i o r  w i th o u t  v i su a l  o r  s p a t i a l  e l a b o r a t i o n s .  When the  games 

were not in  p l a y ,  poker t a b l e s  were canvas-covered  and p r o te c te d  by 

p l a s t i c ,  embossed t a b l e c l o t h s .  The s i g n s ,  which desc r ibed  an a bb rev i 

a t e d  v e r s io n  o f  game r u l e s ,  were l e t t e r e d  by hand from a dime s to re  

s t e n c i l  p a t t e r n .  The s igns  were b a re ly  v i s i b l e  s in c e  the  l e t t e r i n g  in 

penc i l  blended with  th e  grey cardboard  background. Dead snacks ,  smokes, 

and paper  t r a s h  were d e p o s i t ed  in  cardboard boxes which a l so  functioned  

as s p i t t o o n s .

Over th e  months t h e r e  were seve ra l  a d d i t i o n s  and replacements in 

th e  Oxford decor :  an o i l  p a i n t i n g  o f  a pack horse with  d e co r a t iv e  mot i fs  

o f  s t a g s  and does graced the  space  above th e  cage.  A framed poker hand 

c o n s i s t i n g  o f  a f o u r - h e a r t  f l u s h  with  one hold c a r d ,  a l l  pas ted  onto a 

green f e l t  background, was hung next to  Table  I I .  The hand s i g n i f i e d  

fo u r  cards  t o  a Royal Flush and was e n t i t l e d ,  "Your B e t . " A f te r  one 

week g re a se  smears and f i n g e r p r i n t s  a t t e s t e d  to  the  i n t e r e s t  generated 

by t h a t  hole  ca rd .  C om m erc ia l ly - le t t e red  metal s igns  appeared with 

snappy p h r a s e s ,  wishes o f  good lu c k ,  r u l e s  and p r o h i b i t i o n s ,  and the  

homemade s ig n s  d isappea red .  The l a t e s t  innova t ion  in  th e  Oxford environs
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occur red  in l a t e  November when a r a i l i n g  was co n s t ru c te d  to  s ep a ra te  the  

k i b b i t z e r s  from the  gaming t a b l e s .  A c e n t e r  a i s l e  opened to  the  cage 

door ,  b u t  only  p la y e r s  could remain i n s id e  the  r a i l i n g  which confined 

t h e i r  movements to  th e  a rea  d i r e c t l y  around Table I o r  Table  I I .

When asked about th e  changes in decor and decorum, severa l  Oxford

ians  s a i d :

"H e l l ,  t h e y ' r e  p r e t t y i n g  up th e  p l a c e . "

"I dunno why t h e y ' r e  doing t h i s ,  I l i k e d  i t  t h e  
o ld  way."

" I t ' s  fancy ,  too  f an cy ."

Comments from non-Oxfordians  inc luded ;

"They ' re  t r y i n g  t o  t u r n  the  p lace  i n t o  a goddamn 
Las Vegas c a s in o . "

The s p a t i a l  d i v i s i o n s  became most im por tan t  a f t e r  th e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  of

the  r a i l i n g ,  which I mused was a " c o r r a l . "  None o f  the  Oxfordians

c a l l e d  th e  r a i l i n g  a " c o r r a l , "  bu t  t h e r e  were severa l  opin ions  t h a t  the

r a i l i n g  fu n c t io n ed  t o  s e p a ra t e  th e  s e r io u s  p lay e r s .  P laye rs  needed

i s o l a t i o n  f o r  c o n c e n t r a t io n  s in c e  k i b b i t z e r s  were bugging them and t h i s

s i t u a t i o n  was " g e t t i n g  ou t  o f  c o n t r o l . "

The Oxford never  had l i v e  o r  canned music as p a r t  o f  e i t h e r  the  

barroom o r  th e  game room. Aural s e n s a t io n s  were confined to  game 

c h a t t e r  and an occas iona l  o u t b u r s t  from th e  barroom; announcements of 

s p o r t s ,  r a c i n g ,  and keno sco res  would i n t e r r u p t  the  flow o f  game c h a t t e r .

The Stockman games were p laced  in  a tho roughfare  between th e  bar 

and th e  men's res t room and back door.  Canned pop music was c o n s t a n t ly  

and loud ly  emanating from a psychede l ic  Seeburg "juke  box." The barroom
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was u s u a l l y  f i l l e d  with  younger pa t rons  who were bea t ing  the  p inba l l  

and fo o s b a l l  machines,  c h a t t i n g ,  h o l l e r i n g ,  o r  p ick ing  up bar da tes .

The n o i s e s  overwhelmed th e  p l a y e r s  a t  t im es .

The Stockman game room was conver ted  from a small pool and b i l l a r d  

a r e a .  There a r e  ho les  in th e  f i b e r b o a r d  c e i l i n g  from pool cues t h r u s t  

i n t o  th e  s o f t  c e i l i n g .  The room i s  i n t i m a t e ,  nea t  and a u s t e r e ,  and 

l i g h t i n g  i s  c l o s e l y  conf ined  to  th e  t a b l e s .  Metal s igns  replaced 

c o m m e r c i a l l y - l e t t e r e d  p os te rboa rd  s igns  approximate ly  th e  same week 

t h a t  Oxfordians  hung t h e i r  new s ig n s .  Unlike the  g r i l l e d  cage f o r  

f i n a n c i a l  exchanges a t  th e  Oxford,  th e  manager-owner simply made change 

from h is  p o s i t i o n  a t  Table I I .  The l inoleum f l o o r i n g  a t  the  Stockman 

produced a h a rd e r  s u r f a c e  than th e  wooden cover ing  a t  the  Oxford. One 

was d e f i n i t e l y  aware o f  f o o t  no ise  and t r a f f i c  a t  th e  Stockman. As a t  

the  Oxford,  th e  Stockman t a b l e s  were covered with a canvas m ater ia l  and 

p r o t e c t e d  when no t  in p lay .

During th e  p i l o t  v i s i t  t o  the  Top Hat,  the  game was loca ted  in a 

basement r e c r e a t i o n  room s t y l i z e d  very much on the  same o rd e r  as a family 

room. A small  b a r  was tucked i n t o  a dark  wall  a rea  oppos i te  the  t a b l e s .  

The atmosphere was very  dark and i n t i m a t e ,  s ince  s te r eo ty p e d  green- 

g la s se d  game lamps were hung d i r e c t l y  over  th e  t a b l e s .  A f t e r  l i c e n s i n g ,  

th e  game moved u p s t a i r s  to  a room with  a f i r e  e x i t .  The room was shaped 

l i k e  a long r e c t a n g l e  with  high c e i l i n g s  and pa in ted  wooden panel ing .  An 

o ld  metal lamp on a chain  hung d i r e c t l y  over  the  game t a b l e .  An old 

Shelvador  r e f r i g e r a t o r  he ld s o f t  d r inks  and beer ,  and th e  same o v e r s t a f f e d  

couch and c h a i r  from th e  basement game room s a t  along th e  wall to  the  l e f t
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o f  th e  poker t a b l e .  An amateur o i l  p a in t in g  e n t i t l e d ,  "Too Many Aces," 

hung ove r  th e  b a n k e r ' s  box behind th e  game t a b l e .  The p a in t i n g  r e p r e 

sen ted  th e  Old West "Shoot 'em Up" revenge m o t i f ;  th e  scene was complete 

with  t e r r i f i e d  dance h a l l  b e l l e s ,  the  good guy with  two guns blaz ing  

away a t  th e  u n fo r tu n a te  c h e a t e r ,  and a s te reo ty p ed  sa loon i n t e r i o r .

Music as a p a r t  o f  the  barroom and game s e t t i n g  i s  b e s t  i n t e g r a t e d  

with  t h e  Top Hat m i l i e u ;  Top H a t te r s  u s u a l l y  had music as p a r t  o f  the  

barroom environment s in ce  l i v e  performances were given most n ig h ts  o f  

the  week. Live performances prompted c r i t i q u e s  and b u r s t s  o f  musical 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  even by the  poker p l a y e r s .  Music a t  the  Top Hat i n v a r i a b ly  

was coun t ry  weste rn  o r  b l u e g r a s s ,  and the  music was well i n t e g r a t e d  with  

the  e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f  th e  crowd. Jukebox music in the  Stockman, however, 

was loud ly  in  th e  background and geared to  the  younger members o f  the  

bar  crowd. The music became i r r i t a t i n g  to  poker p l a y e r s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  when 

young,  r a s c a l l y  ba rkeepers  jacked  up th e  volume on popular  tunes .  Music 

was not an environmenta l  f e a t u r e  o f  th e  Oxford barroom or  game s e t t i n g .

In a l l  t h r e e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t s ,  t h e  ba r  crowds were s u b j e c t  to  the  

two o ' c l o c k  d r in k in g  curfew,  so th in g s  g e n e r a l l y  q u ie ted  down with  t h e i r  

d e p a r tu r e .  Poker games can l a s t  a l l  n ig h t  and g e n e r a l ly  disband around 

s i x  o r  seven o ' c l o c k  in  the  morning. The b r e a k f a s t  fo l lowed;  sometimes 

b r e a k f a s t  was pa id  f o r  by th e  house,  o f t e n  l o s e r s  were t r e a t e d  by the  

winners .  The gaming encounte rs  f l u c t u a t e d  in s t a r t i n g  t ime with  the  

sea s o n s ,  u s u a l l y  n ine  o ' c l o c k  dur ing  th e  summer months a t  both th e  

Stockman and Top Hat.  During th e  w in t e r  months th e  games s t a r t e d  around 

te n  o ' c l o c k ,  mid-evening a t  th e  Stockman. The Top H a t te r s  had a rough
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t ime keeping th e  game going from n ig h t  t o  n i g h t ,  and the  Top Hat had a 

l a t e r  s t a r t i n g  time, around e leven  o ' c l o c k .  The Oxford games can s t a r t  

as e a r l y  as fo u r  o ' c l o c k  in  th e  a f te rnoon  and in v a r i a b ly  l a s t  a l l  n igh t  

u n t i l  seven o ' c l o c k  in  the  morning.

Two o f  t h e s e  e s t a b l i s h m e n ts  underwent a s h i f t  in  decor and atmo

sphere .  The Oxford metamorphosed from an a u s t e r e  men's c lub  to  an emula

t i o n  of  what commercial poker e s t a b l i s h m e n t s  are  "supposed" to  look l i k e .  

In s tead  o f  "ab r idg ing  h i e r a r c h i c a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s "  in  an e g a l i t a r i a n  and 

mobile environment,  t h e  Oxford c r e a te d  phys ica l  b a r r i e r s  and l im i ted  

i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  k i b b i t z e r s  and b ys tande rs  (Cavan 1966: 66).  The "ongoing 

jokes  and p a t t e r  between barkeep and p a t r o n s , "  s i m i l a r i l y  r e f l e c t e d  in 

th e  i n t e r a c t i o n  c o n t r o l l e d  by house personae  (Cavan 1966: 84) .  The 

Oxford had a s h i f t  in  decorum o f  p la y e r s  and house personae ,  most ev iden t  

in l e s s  s p i t t i n g  on th e  f l o o r  o r  in t h e  cardboard t r a s h  boxes. The Top 

Hat s h i f t e d  from a fam ily  room s e t t i n g  to  a l e s s  middle c l a s s  environment.  

The Stockman remained th e  same dur ing  my obse rv a t io n  per iod  with the  ex

c e p t i o n s  o f  new metal s igns  and a s ign-up  board.

Like th e  C a l i f o r n i a  bar  p a t rons  o f  Cavan's s tudy ,  p a r t i c i p a n t s  

" r e f r a i n e d  from sh a r in g  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  each o the r"  on the  s t r e e t  and 

s i t u a t i o n s  l i k e  th e  Western Montana F a i r  (Cavan 1966: 64).  I t  i s  not 

s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  t h e  in te rv ie w s  were c l o s e l y  t i e d  to  e i t h e r  bars  or the  

gaming environments .  Only t h r e e  informants  t a lked  "o u ts id e"  bars  or 

games.

In c o n c lu s io n ,  th e  s e t t i n g s  began to  r e f l e c t  th e  s t y l e  o f  i n t e r 

a c t i o n  expec ted  w i th in  the  t h r e e  poker game env i rons .  The Top H a t te r s
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had no phys ica l  boundary mechanisms, and i n t e r a c t i o n  was f r e e  and easy.

The Stockman environment was informal  and so c ia b le  with  f r eq u e n t  c h a t 

t i n g  on e n t ra n ce  o r  d e p a r tu re  from th e  games. The Stockman had the 

t i g h t e s t  s p a t i a l  l a y o u t  w i th in  i n t im a te  surroundings  a g a in s t  a noisy 

and m o t i o n - f i l l e d  backdrop o f  ba r  p a t r o n s ,  whereas the  Top Hat and the  

Oxford had l a r g e r  game rooms which were s p a t i a l l y  s ep a ra ted  from the 

main ba r .  The changes in  th e  Oxford s e t t i n g  re in fo r c e d  s t r a t i f i c a t i o n s  

and underscored  boundary maintenance o f  " r e sp e c ta b l e "  behav iors .

Masks and Costumes

"Faces and l i n e s "  a r e  most im por tan t  f o r  i n t e r a c t i o n  in  th e  gaming 

encoun te r  s in c e  f a c e , a p o s i t i v e  so c ia l  va lue  a person claims f o r  h im se l f ,  

and l i n e , a p a t t e r n  o f  verbal and nonverbal a c t s  o f  e x p re s s io n ,  r e p re se n t  

p o s tu re s  and means f o r  i n t e r a c t i o n  (Goffman 1967; 5 ) .  Masks and soc ia l  

f a ce  have u s u a l l y  been d i s cu s sed  in  r e f e r e n c e  to  "saving  f a c e , "  avoidance 

o f  d e s t r o y in g  a n o t h e r ' s  f a c e ,  o r  sha r ing  face  with  an i n t e r a c t i n g  group 

(Goffman 1967: 42) .  In poker games t h e r e  i s  an a t tem pt  to  d e s t ro y  face 

in  c o m p e t i t io n ,  and, s t r a n g e ly  enough, to  suppor t  th e  Loosey's  fa c e .

Poker games a r e  s t a t u s  blood ba th s  w i th in  a sphere o f  male companionship; 

games w i th in  games prompt decep t ion  and f l a t t e r y  to  keep ind iv idua l  s e l f -  

images v i a b l e  and i n t a c t .

An i n t e r e s t i n g  a sp e c t  o f  masks and costumes r e l a t e d  t o  community 

f aces  and l i n e s  concern ing  l e g a l i z a t i o n  o f  gambling.  Are gamblers s u f 

f e r i n g  from "anomie?" Do in n ova t ive  behav iors  and performances before 

l i v e  aud iences  change with  l e g a l i z a t i o n ? "  (C l ina rd  d i s c u s s e s  Merton 

1964: 1 6 ,1 7 ,2 5 ) .  With l e g a l i z a t i o n  o f  gambling,  t h e r e  i s  a l e g i t im iz in g
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o f  means to  a t t a in  p o s i t i v e  goa ls  o f  moneymaking and smart d e a l in g .  Al

though moneymaking and smart  d e a l in g  a r e  recognized and valued in the 

m ark e tp lace ,  i n i t i a t i v e s  o f  gamblers a r e  su spec t  by many community mem

b e rs .  L e g a l i z a t i o n  f o r  the  Oxford p re s e n t s  an adap t ive  s o c i a l i z a t i o n  to  

a c c e p ta b l e  p o s tu re s  and enactments  o f  th e  American Dream (Merton 1969:

214).  Adaptive s o c i a l i z a t i o n  i s  most app a ren t  in t h e  Oxford ian ' s  be

h a v io r  and th e  phys ica l  s e t t i n g  o f  the  games; the Oxfordians  a re  a t t e m p t 

ing to  c l o t h e  t h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s  in  new garments of  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y .  This 

i s  e s p e c i a l l y  p o ignan t  s in ce  t h e  O xford ians '  commitment to  the  game 

environment i s  a way o f  l i f e .  With l e g a l i z a t i o n  the  commitment d ep a r t s  

from th e  realm o f  f a n t a s i z e d  enactment o f  The Social  Order and e n te r s  

th e  a c c e p ta b l e  s o c i a l  world .  Formerly Oxfordians p e rce iv ed  themselves 

to  be p a r i a h s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  those  who chalked  up a reco rd  with  The Law.

Face i s  now r a t i o n a l i z e d  in l i n e s  t h a t  s t r e s s  r e s p e c t a b l e ,  law-abid ing  

e n t re p re n eu r i sm .

F ie ld  e x p e r ien ce  confirms t h a t  p a r i a h  s t a t u s  and i s o l a t i o n  from 

th e  community a re  found a t  e i t h e r  end o f  t h e  age continuum, as demon

s t r a t e d  in  t h e  p e rc e p t io n s  and behaviors  o f  Top H a t te r s  and Oxfordians .  

How th e  a c t o r s  p e rc e iv e  s t i g m a t i c  r o l e s  depends on a s o c i a l  l a b e l in g  

p rocess  and d e f i n i t i o n  o f  p a r i a h s  (Becker 1963: 8 , 9 ) .  D if f e r e n t  so c ia l  

s t r a ta  prov ide  d i f f e r e n t i a l  access  to  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  means, e s p e c i a l l y  

s o c i a l i z a t i o n ,  educa t ion  and opportunit ies  to d ischa rge  r o l e s  (C linard  

d i s c u s s e s  Merton 1964: 12).  Merton (1969) sugges ts  t h a t  c l a s s  s t r u c t u r e ,  

l a ck  o f  formal educa t io n  and few economic resources  might produce so c ia l  

and economic p r e s su re s  to d e v ia t e  (Merton 1969: 214 215).  Deviat ion may
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use in n o v a t iv e  behavio rs- -new means to  a t t a i n  success  goa ls  (Merton 1969:

215).  On th e  s u r f a c e ,  i t  would appear t h a t  the  Oxfordians might have

been "p ressu red"  t o  adopt new faces  and l i n e s ;  however, whether t h i s  was

" fo rced"  by s o c i e t y  or  "chosen" by the  Oxfordians i s  no t  always c l e a r .

I t  would appear  t h a t  Top H a t t e r s  a r e  making a choice  o f  face  and l i n e

t h a t  s t r e s s  a r e j e c t i o n  o f  major va lues  t h a t  main ta in  American economic

and p o l i t i c a l  o r d e r .  Perhaps an e q u a l ly  v ia b le  way o f  ana lyz ing  dev ian t

behav ior  i s  t o  view personae  as  a c t o r s ,  i n t e r a c t i o n i s t s ,  who manipula te

r o l e  e x p e c t a t i o n s  and "m ul t iva lue  c la ims"  in  both achieved and a sc r ibed

faces  and l i n e s  (C l ina rd  1964: 44) .  Rather  than being a v ic t im  of

" i n s u f f i c i e n c i e s "  s o c i a l  personae  may change faces  and l i n e s  with  a

s h i f t  in  goa ls  and means. From my unders tand ing  o f  the  Oxford world,

t h i s  q u o ta t i o n  from Bernard Baruch i s  q u i t e  cogent :

You c a n ' t  s top  people  from gambling.  . . . why should 
you p r o h i b i t  a man from backing h i s  own judgment?
I t ' s  a n o th e r  form o f  personal  i n i t i a t i v e .  (In  Bell 
1968: 238)

In c o n t r a s t  to  t h e  Oxford ians ,  Top H a t te r s  i n t e r a c t  on th e  b a s i s  o f  t h e i r  

p e rc e p t io n s  and s t r i v i n g s  f o r  t r a n s v a l u a t i o n .  Top H a t te r s  r e c i t e  new 

myths t h a t  p o r t r a y  a l t e r n a t i v e s  to  The S t r u c t u r e  and vent  f r u s t r a t i o n s  

o f  th e  d e se r v in g ;  Top H a t te r s  a re  s t r i v i n g  f o r  new c h a r t e r s  f o r  a c t io n  

(Merton 1969: 220) .

Within t h e s e  t h r e e  gaming environments ,  t h in g s  and even ts  a re  not 

merely m a t t e r  in  motion.  P r o t a g o n i s t s  make dec i s io n s  t o  a c t ,  enac t  and 

c h a l l e n g e  th e  s o c i a l  dramas in  symbolic m o b i l i z a t io n s  o f  meaning. Each 

p lay  environment produces a s o c i a l  cur rency  o f  communicative forms, and 

th rough r i t u a l  a c t i o n  images o f  o rd e r  and d i s o r d e r  a re  expressed  in
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s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  (Munn 1971: 605) ,  I n t e r a c t i o n  of  th e  p a r t i c i p a n t s '  

symbolic fa c e s  and l i n e s  a re  a n a l y t i c a l l y  summarized according  to  a 

s t y l i z e d  p u b l i c  image, a s o c i a l  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  o f  personae t h a t  r i t u a l 

i z e s  s e l f - im a g es  in l i g h t  o f  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  s t r u c t u r e  and The American 

System.

Personae o f  th e  Oxford

The System, so long enac ted  as f a n t a s y ,  i s  now becoming a soc ia l  

r e a l i t y ;  a former ly  s t ig m a t i z e d  group i s  now p resen ted  with  a r e s p e c t 

a b i l i t y  o f  means. Claims t h a t  l e g a l i z a t i o n  " l e t  th e  l i t t l e  guy in" 

r e i n f o r c e d  a newly a t t a i n e d  moral o r d e r ,  no t  j u s t  f o r  men with  small 

b a n k r o l l s ,  bu t  everyone a s s o c i a t e d  with  th e  Oxford. In f a c t ,  th e  s t r a t i 

f i e d  behav iors  f a c e s  and l i n e s  con t inue  s t r a t i f i c a t i o n s  o f  house and 

p l a y e r s  as  well as th e  mock and o v e r t  th rea t -m ak ing .  No one i s  r e a l l y  

b a r red  from p a r t i c i p a t i o n .  The Oxford house s t i l l  manipula tes  and con

t r o l s  many a s p e c t s  o f  s o c i a l  and economic behavior .

Personae o f  th e  Top Hat

According to  t h e  Top H a t t e r s '  p e r c e p t io n s .  The System s t i n k s .  Top 

H a t t e r s  use  s t i g m a t i c  s t a t u s e s  and r o l e s  wi th  open d i s r e s p e c t  and use o f  

i l l e g a l  d rugs ;  c la ims  t h a t  th e  game i s  no t  a moneymaker a re  re in fo rce d  by 

conspicuous e g a l i t a r i a n i s m .  In f a c t  th e  r o l e s  and e x p ec ta t io n s  are  

b lu r r e d  because Top H a t t e r s  exper ience  a lack  o f  cohes ive  g o a l s ,  except 

f o r  being " a n t i "  and " c o o l . "

Both th e  Top Hat and the  Oxford personae  can be grouped as in-house 

c h o ru se s ,  mini-communit ies ,  which s tand  in  c o n t r a s t  to  th e  macro-community
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o f  Missoula .  In a d r a m a t i s t  c o n t e x t ,  the  Oxford and th e  Top Hat r e p r e 

s e n t  choruses  e n t i t l e d ,  "The Royal F lu sh ,"  i . e . ,  both pe rce ive  t h e i r  

s o c i a l  r e a l i t y  as The Winning Hand. Top H a t t e r ' s  you th fu l  idea l i sm  

coun te r s  com pet i t ion  and f i n a n c i a l  p r e s t i g e  with  so c ia l  l e v e l in g  and a 

buddy system, whi le  Oxfordians '  winning hand o f  pragmatism and competi

t i o n  r e i n f o r c e s  c u l t u r a l l y  valued goa ls  o f  " g e t t in g  ahead ."  The Oxford 

a t tem p ts  to  shed s t ig m a t i z e d  s t a t u s e s  and aura  o f  ga in  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  

by th e  c le a n s in g  agen t  o f  l e g a l i z a t i o n .  The Top Hat r e j e c t s  th e  macro

community and by e n ac t in g  behav io rs  beyond p e rm is s ib le  norms, i . e . ,  

en joy ing  a p a r i a h  s t a t u s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  through drug use and a n t i - c a p i t a l i s t i c  

r h e t o r i c .

The choruses  o f  th e  Oxford and Top Hat a re  seeking  a new moral o rder  

f o r  l e g i t i m i z i n g  pe rce ived  c o g n i t i v e  d is sonances ;  each chorus i s  engaged 

in  t h e  p rocess  o f  r e v a lu a t i o n  (Peacock 1968: 183, 192-195).  Top H at te rs  

r a t i o n a l i z e  t h e i r  n e o - p o p u l i s t  face  and l i n e s  in c o n f ro n ta t io n  pos tu res  

and mythologize  c o n f r o n ta t i o n  by renouncing t h a t  which i s  p r e s e n t ly  

achieved  in macro-community s t a t u s e s .  In c o n t r a s t ,  the  "New Mora li ty"  

o f  th e  Oxfordians  seeks  to  merge wi th  the  mainstream o f  Middle America; 

Oxford ians  seek r e c o n c i l i a t i o n .

In c o n g r u i t i e s  o f  va lues  in f l u x  s t im u la t e  d ia logue  between publ ic  

images o f  l e g i s l a t o r s ,  th e  macro-community l eade rs  and gamblers.  The 

Oxford chorus sugges t s  t h a t  l e g i s l a t o r s  a r e  upholding th e  "good c i t i z e n  

image" w i th o u t  a p ragmatic  o r  i n t e l l i g e n t  unders tanding  o f  th e  gambling 

world .  Some Oxfordians  have e n te r e d  th e  pub l ic  sphere  as members of  

lobbying groups and as a p o l o g i s t s  f o r  gambling.  L e g a l i z a t io n  o f  a l l
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forms o f  gambling prompts s t a t e - w id e  i s su e s  concerned with :

1) f u t u r e  t a k e - o v e r  and c o n t ro l  by organized  crime 

groups

2) b e n e f i t s  to  s t a t e  c o f f e r s

3) means f o r  s t a t e  r e g u l a t i o n  versus  local  autonomy

Gambling i s s u e s  and r e l e v a n t  c o n te n t s  a re  used in pe rsuas ive  communication

techn iques  to  reduce d issonance  o f  th e  p u b l ic  ( F e s t in g e r  1957: 189).  To

o b ta in  i n f l u e n c e  and s o c i a l  s u p p o r t  one must use r h e t o r i c  and symbols as

r a l l y i n g  p o i n t s ;  gambling revenues ,  f o r  example,  should a id  school funding

and s u p p o r t  f o r  p u b l i c  s e r v i c e s  ( F e s t i n g e r  1957: 191).  This c o n f l i c t  of

i n t e r e s t  was r a t i o n a l i z e d  by one informant :

I f  churches  and p r i e s t s  as well as the  community ap
prove o f  amateur bingo games, why i s  l e g a l i z e d  and 
r e g u l a t e d  p ro f e s s io n a l  gambling o f f  l i m i t s  f o r  the  
c i t i z e n s  o f  Montana? Lawyers and p r i e s t s  have p u b l ic  
images t o  p r o t e c t .  But you could  use revenues to  
fund educa t ion  and p u b l i c  s e r v i c e s ,  l i k e  s a l a r i e s  
f o r  f i r em en ,  t o  o f f s e t  th e  conniv ing image o f  p ro 
f e s s i o n a l  gamblers.  I t ' s  th e  p e o p le ' s  f a u l t  f o r  
no t  educa t in g  p o l i t i c i a n s .  There a r e  good ways to  
p re v e n t  power monopolies in  gambling.

One means f o r  p e r su as io n  i s  t o  p o in t  ou t  undeniable  and i n c o n t r o v e r t i b l e

in fo rm a t io n  to  impinge on p u b l i c  d is sonance ;  l i k e  th e  churches  and p r i e s t s

p lay ing  b ingo ,  lawyers as image-makers, o r  ignoran t  l e g i s l a t o r s - - a l l

th e se  examples c o n ta in  a modicum o f  t r u t h  as perce ived  a t  th e  fo lk  leve l

( F e s t i n g e r  1957: 194).  In a leng thy  a r t i c l e  d i s cu s s in g  th e  c o n t ro v e r s i e s

and confus ions  o f  t h e  lo ca l  gambling commission, th e re  a re  vary ing p e r -

s p e c t i  ves :

Commission members r e f l e c t e d  a broad spectrum of  
op in ion  concern ing  gambling,  ranging from th e  Rev.
Will iam K l i b e r ' s  moral d isapprova l  o f  gambling,  to
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the  more pe rm iss ive  a t t i t u d e  o f  Harbeck.

"I would no t  l i k e  to  see  gambling expanded in 
Montana," K l ibe r  s a id .  He s a id  he cons ide rs  h is  
r o l e  on th e  gambling commission as a "watchdog."

"We're t r y i n g  to  keep gambling c lean  and above
boa rd ,"  accord ing  to  K l ib e r  (Stromnes 1975: 6).

A f t e r  approximate ly  s i x  months o f  l e g a l i z e d  gambling th e r e  i s  

p r e s su re  to  move loca l  con t ro l  to  a s t a t e  r e g u la t i n g  agency, the  Depart

ment o f  Revenue. Reaction to  s t a t e  con t ro l  i s  a l so  v a r i e d :

Thomas C. Honzel, r e p r e s e n t in g  th e  county a t t o r n e y s ,  
s a i d :  " I f  t h e r e  i s  expanded forms o f  gambling we
need s t r o n g  c o n t r o l s . "

However, Robert  A. Durkee,  a l o b b y i s t  f o r  the  Montana 
Tavern A ss o c i a t i o n ,  s a id  h i s  group suppor ts  a b i l l  
t h a t  would c r e a t e  a s t a t e  gambling commission r a t h e r  
th an  p lace  c o n t ro l  w i th  the  Department o f  Revenue.

"We d o n ' t  t h in k  we need a s t a t e  p o l i c e  f o r c e , "  he 
s a i d .

Rev. George Harper,  a Helena m i n i s t e r  r e p re s e n t in g  
th e  Montana A sso c ia t io n  o f  Churches,  sa id  h i s  group 
i s  a g a i n s t  any gambling laws.

"We f e e l  t h a t  gambling i s  a p a r a s i t e  on any so c ia l  
i n s t i t u t i o n s , "  he s a i d .  "I would make the  same com
ment on any b i l l  proposed along t h i s  l i n e "  (Langley 
1975: 18).

The Top H a t t e r s  main ta in  i n t e r n a l  harmony o f  th e  group c o n s i s t e n t  

with  t h e i r  o p in io n s ,  bu t  have n o t  y e t  fo rmal ized  a way to  communicate new 

s o c i a l  r o l e s  and r e l a t i o n s h i p s  o r  to  reduce dissonance  between the  com

munity and a 1970 's  brand o f  s o c i a l i s m  (F e s t in g e r  1957: 279).  Top H at te r s  

use r h e t o r i c  and myths which p a r t a k e  o f  an i n t e r n a l  d i a l e c t i c  reserved  

f o r  a p r i v a t e  aud ience .  The Top H a t t e r s  espouse a temporal i n t e g r i t y  of 

"now te rminology"  s i g n i f y i n g  immediate dramatism f o r  i t s  own sake (Davis
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1967: 15).  P e rcep t ions  o f  immediacy and a n t i c i p a t o r y  s o c i a l i z a t i o n  are  

c lo th e d  in  th e  wisdom o f  c h i l d - m o r a l i s t  r e j e c t i n g  " p l a s t i c  s o c ie ty "  

(Berger 1967: 19,22;  Yablonsky 1958: 310-333).

At t h i s  p o in t  in  t im e ,  we have two choruses  avoid ing  a "soc ia l  

death"  by i n t e g r a t i n g  t h e i r  p e rc e p t io n s  o f  so c ia l  r e a l i t y  with  new 

r o l e s ,  s o c i a l  fa ces  and myths (Duncan 1968: 156).  With o ld  age looming 

on th e  Oxford h o r izon ,  symbolic i n t e r a c t i o n  and community persuas ion  

a r e  q u i t e  p r e s s i n g .  The i m p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  k i l l i n g  the  ambition  to  make 

money and love  o f  smar t  d ea l in g  i s  an un tenab le  c i v i c  p o s i t i o n  in the  

eyes o f  th e  Oxford ians .  However, choruses  o f  the  Top Hat en ac t  so c ia l  

dramas to  c r e a t e  a s o c i a l  k i l l i n g  o f  the  o ld  economic and p o l i t i c a l  

o r d e r .  In Missoula ,  th e  k i l l i n g  by Top H a t te r s  becomes more l i k e  annoy

ing gna t  s t i n g s  s in c e  th e  community i s  none too eager  f o r  t h i s  brand of  

s o c i a l  dea th .  How e f f e c t i v e l y  th e se  two choruses  can manipula te  the  

d is sonances  o f  the  l a r g e r  community i s  s t i l l  q u e s t i o n a b le .  I would sug

g e s t  t h a t  th e  Oxfordians have more p o l i t i c a l  c l o u t  in  th e  form of  orga

n ized  lobbying groups than  th e  Top H a t t e r s ,  whose p o l i t i c a l  s t r i v i n g s  

a re  somewhat d i so rg a n ize d  and la c k  an " au th e n t i c  v o ice . "

Personae o f  t h e  Stockman

Poker games and s o c i a l  behav io rs  o f  Stockmen enac t  The System, 

which i s  p layed in  a f r i e n d l y  and s o c i a l l y  accep tab le  way. Claims of 

l e g a l i z a t i o n ,  " l e t t i n g  th e  l i t t l e  guy i n , "  a re  not as s i g n i f i c a n t  s in ce  

s t r a t i f i c a t i o n  in  Stockman games i s  based on s k i l l  and ex p er ience ;  the  

games do no t  r e q u i r e  l a r g e  s t a k e s  nor b a n k ro l l s  demanded by Oxford
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games. Within the  Stockman poker games, t h e r e  are  c o v e r t  e x p e r i e n t i a l  

and i n t e l l e c t u a l  paramete rs  based on s o c i a l i z a t i o n  in  the  l a r g e r  

community. In f a c t ,  th e  games a t t e m p t  to  promote honest  and gentlemanly 

conduct by b a r r in g  d i sh o n es t  o r  unsavory c h a r a c t e r s  who could spo i l  the  

p o l i t e  com pet i t ion  among gentlemen.

On one a n a l y t i c a l  l e v e l .  The Stockman personae r e p r e s e n t  the  

l a r g e  community’ s i n t e r a c t i o n i s t s  in th e  bus iness  and so c ia l  worlds;  

they  a re  p r o t a g o n i s t s  who en ac t  s eve ra l  d ramatic  r o l e s  based on p a r t i c i 

p a t io n  in wider s o c i a l  and economic networks w i th in  th e  Missoula a rea .  

Roles and s t a t u s e s  f r e q u e n t l y  sandwiched a re  bus iness  or  p ro fes s io n a l  

m a n / f a t h e r / s k i l l e d  s p o r t / e x - a t h l e t e / g e n t l e m a n .  Stockmen r e p re se n t  

p r o p r i e t y  coupled with  p o l i t e  r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n s  of  s e l f - c o n f i d e n t  and 

s u c c e s s fu l  behavior  in th e  games, s o c i a l  world and marke tp lace .  Stock

men have many communication l i n k s  through d i f f e r e n t  so c ia l  and economic 

ch an n e ls ;  they do not resemble a more homogeneous group l i k e  t h a t  of  the  

Top Hat o r  Oxford.  There i s  no core  group o f  Stockman p layer s  as th e r e  

i s  a t  the  Oxford,  and no overwhelming sense  o f  Stockman i d e n t i t y  a t t a ch e d  

w ith  a p a r t i c u l a r  group,  game o r  p o l i t i c a l  voice .

House Personae

The drama o f  fa c e s  and l i n e s  enac ted  between house personae and 

l i v e  ones i s  most i n t e r e s t i n g .  The Oxford house a t tem pts  to  con t ro l  

pa t ronage  and cash flow with  a "hands o f f "  p o l ic y  as f a r  as l im i t i n g  

p l a y e r s .  However, a p l a y e r  c e r t a i n l y  needs a bankro l l  to  cope with the  

t i g h t ,  exper ienced  p l a y e r  as wel l  as th e  lo o se r  games genera ted  by key 

personae  o r  Table  I I .  The management o f  th e  Top Hat r a r e l y  i n t e r f e r e s
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with  th e  game p a r t i c i p a n t s  and promotes a barroom environment which 

a t t r a c t s  th e  younger g e n e ra t io n  dur ing  the  n ine  o ' c l o c k  changeover.

The Stockman house encourages f r i e n d l y  companionship in  the  com pet i t ive  

a tmosphere o f  t h e  games as  well as so c ia l  i n t e r a c t i o n  upon e n t e r in g  or  

d e p a r t in g  th e  game environment.

Within th e  house personae  o f  th e  Oxford, e s p e c i a l l y  dur ing  the  

f i r s t  f o u r  months o f  l e g a l i z e d  a c t i v i t y ,  l i n g u i s t i c  v i r t u o s i t y  was 

p r i z e d  by p a r t i c i p a n t s ,  in c lu d in g  th e  k i b b i t z e r s .  But as th e  game 

became r i t u a l i z e d ,  d i s t i n c t i o n s  and th e  gap between " se r io u s "  p layers  

and the  audience  widened. The s e t t i n g ,  a c t i o n  in game p lay  and climax 

a r e  c o n t r o l l e d  and r e s t r i c t e d  t o  game t a b l e  p a r t i c i p a n t s .  The Top Hat 

s e t t i n g ,  a c t i o n  and climaxes do no t  a t t a i n  th e  p i t c h  o f  th e  Oxford,  

i n t e r a c t i o n  i s  mellow. The s e t t i n g ,  a c t i o n  and climax o f  Stockman 

games have an unde r ly ing  t e n s io n  f o r  achievement w i thou t  making a fool 

o f  y o u r s e l f .  The rhythm o f  t h e  Stockman games i s  s lower and more 

d e l i b e r a t e  than  t h a t  o f  th e  Oxford; th e  languor  o f  th e  Top Hat games 

c o n t r a s t s  with  th e  Oxford and Stockman.

Myths in  Process

During post-mortems on games and hands,  i n t e r a c t i o n  w i th in  the 

gaming environment can sometimes reach ep ic  p ro p o r t i o n s .  Gluckman 

(1963) d i s c u s s e s  th e  importance o f  goss ip  as p a r t  o f  th e  f a b r i c  of  

s o c ia l  l i f e ;  t h a t  g o s s ip in g  i s  a c u l t u r a l l y  c o n t r o l l e d  game with  ru le s  

and i n t e r e s t  to  un i fy  group membership and to  l i m i t  a c c e s s i b l e  informa

t i o n  (Gluckman 1963: 307,309,311-313) ,  Gossip from poker  games tends 

t o  r e i n f o r c e  th e  va lues  o f  h i g h - s t a t u s  pe rsonae  in  c o n t r a s t  t o  under-
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l i n g s .  But goss ip  has a n o th e r  f u n c t i o n —th e  g e n e r a t io n ,  continuance 

and "debunking" o f  poker myths and mythological  personae (Burke 1964: 

142).  During th e  course  o f  goss ip  s e s s i o n s ,  i t  i s  not unusual to  

r e a l i z e  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  p e rm is s ib le  behavior .  L i s te n e r s  reve l  in the  

e x p o s i t io n  o f  legendary  d e f e a t s  and v i c t o r i e s  o f  ep ic  he roes .  High- 

s t a t u s  personae  a r e  r eve red  f o r  power p lays  and spec ia l  s k i l l s  t h a t  

w i l l  be i d e a l i z e d  accord ing  to  degrees  o f  e f f e c t i v e n e s s ;  some p layer s  

even ach ieve  nicknames. Since t h e  aim o f  goss ip  i s  t o  in f lu en ce  the  

l i s t e n e r ,  v i s i t i n g  Oxfordians  canonize  Oxfordian face  and l i n e s  f o r  

the  audience  o f  th e  Stockman (Wilson 1974: 99).  Many t imes c u r r e n t  

to p i c s  a r e  connected wi th  apocryphal  anecd o te s ,  " t r u e  in c id e n t s "  and 

f o lk  wisdom.

Phrases  and l e x i c a l  i tems a r e  in t roduced  in th e  goss ip  networks 

and s t o r i e s  as  em o t iona l ly  s t r i k i n g  " l i t e r a r y "  m a t e r i a l ,  e s p e c i a l l y  

in th e  form o f  homil ies  (S tankiewicz  1964: 256),  One o f  th e se  s t o r i e s  

concerned two Idaho h u s t l e r s  who t r i e d  t o  t a k e  a s h ee p h e rd e r ' s  summer 

wages. The h u s t l e r s  cold-decked a game in  which the  sheepherder was 

to  be hot suckered on t r i p l e t  Queens, w h i le  the  h u s t l e r  he ld  t r i p l e t  

Aces. The game proceeded with  th e  h u s t l e r s  c o n f id e n t ly  in  con tro l  of 

an i n e v i t a b l e  v i c t o r y .  However, they f o r g o t  to  co ld -deck  th e  draw.

The sheepherder  drew two cards  t o  h is  t r i p  Queens, whi le  th e  h u s t l e r  

stood p a t .  Needless to  say ,  th e  h u s t l e r s  went down in  d e f e a t  as the  

sheephe rder  drew a Full  House. There a r e  many s t o r i e s  which develop 

i n t o  mi n i - m o r a l i t y  dramas based on th e  concept t h a t  " j u s t i c e  p r e v a i l s . "
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The emotional involvement w i th  l o s s  i s  most no tab le  in th e  deep 

p lay  o f  th e  Oxfordians to  th e  e x t e n t  t h a t  j u s t i c e  and th e  n e c e s s i t y  of 

vengeance a re  a pe rce ived  " c i v i c "  o rd e r  o f  moral n ega t ives  (Burke 1963: 

221).  The dram aturg ica l  even t  i s  developed around the  theme o f  possess ion- 

p o s se sso r  and deep p lay .  Myths and a c t i o n  w i th in  the  gaming encounters  

p lay  upon th e  concept t h a t  " j u s t i c e  w i l l  p r e v a i l . "  There have been i n c i 

den ts  o f  r a t t i n g  on o f fend ing  pe rso n ae ,  even to  The Law. Personae who 

i n s t i t u t e d  f l o a t i n g  games j u s t  p r i o r  to  l e g a l i z a t i o n  were anonymously 

f inked  on to  s a t i s f y  a s t a f f e r - h o u s e  v e n d e t t a .  Even in  the  games, moral 

p r o p r i e t i e s  a r e  observed.  Possess ing  not only  money but a l so  a soc ia l  

f a c e  and l i n e  c r e a te d  s i t u a t i o n s  in which th e  p lay e r  has more to  lose  

than h i s  d o l l a r s .  Oxfordians  no t  only  have the  h ig h e s t  s take  in the  

games but con t inue  to  e n a c t ,  even f a n t a s i z e ,  power s t r u g g le s  f o r  j u s t i c e  

and t h e i r  brand o f  " c i v i c  m o r a l i t y . "  Comic r e l i e f  enacted by buffoon 

personae  a llow some jo k in g  about the  Oxford so c ia l  o r d e r ,  i . e . ,  to  say 

th in g s  which do no t  t h r e a t e n  th e  s e r io u sn e s s  o f  deep p lay  y e t ,  i r o n i c a l l y ,  

express  th e  i n c o n g r u i t i e s  o f  t h e  so c ia l  o rd e r  (Duncan 1968: 60 ,61) .

Myth l i n e s ,  which e x p l i c a t e  whom one c u r s e s ,  t e l l  o f  th e  s t r a i n  on 

th e  h i e r a r c h y  and p e rc e p t io n s  o f  the  micro-communities o f  th e  Oxford and 

Top Hat as  c o n t r a s t e d  w i th  th e  l a r g e r  community (Duncan 1968: 172).

Top H a t t e r s  use i r o n i c  modes t o  t e l l  us t h a t  c e r t a i n  moments in  soc ia l  

c o u r t s h ip  o f  th e  younger g e n e r a t io n  no longe r  make s ense ;  wooing the  

Top H a t t e r s  wi th  t r a d i t i o n a l  means and c o n ten t s  of  t h e  American En t re 

p reneur  (Duncan 1968: 172). A very im por tan t  i n g r e d i e n t  in  soc ia l  i n t e r 

a c t i o n  and m yth-bu i ld ing  o f  Top H a t te r s  and Oxfordians i s  th e  "Thou
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s h a l t  n o t s , "  avenues f o r  e x p re s s in g  d i s p l e a s u r e  towards th ose  who defy 

th e  s o c i o - l o g i c  o f  t h e i r  n e g a t iv e s  (Burke 1953: 632; 1963: 221; and 

1966: 10-13) .  R i tua l  cu r s in g  and irony  underscore  the  moral nega t ives  

valued by th e  Top H a t t e r s  and O xford ians ,  s i n c e  cu rs ing  e f f e c t i v e l y  

r a i l s  a g a i n s t  th e  i n d i g n i t i e s  and c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  o f  so c ia l  l i f e .

An i n t e r e s t i n g  f e a t u r e  o f  myths, goss ip  and p lay  concerns the  

use o f  " r h e t o r i c , "  norms and techn iques  f o r  persuas ion  by T ig h t i e s  and 

Looseys,  " l o g i c , "  r u l e s  and uses  o f  ev idence  and in f e r e n c e ,  and " p o e t i c s , "  

e s t h e t i c  c r i t e r i a  t h a t  govern d i s c o u r se  (A lbe r t  1964: 36) .  In the  pro

cess  o f  m yth -bu i ld ing  and p la y ,  t h e r e  i s  over lapp ing  o f  r h e t o r i c ,  log ic  

and p o e t i c s ,  s i n c e  s i t u a t i o n  and u s e r  in f lu en c e  speaking as an a c t i v i t y  

in  i t s  own r i g h t  (Hymes 1964: 16) .  Most poker p la y e r s  know the  r u l e s  

and p lay  th e  game o f  matching w i t s  through verbal pa r ry  and t h r u s t .  To 

become an e x p e r t  and p e r s u a s iv e  l i a r  one must a l t e r  or conceal t r u t h  by 

ha tch ing  p l o t s .  Poker myths o f t e n  focus  on the  e x p e r t  r h e t o r e t i c i a n ,  

th e  p e r s u a d e r ,  who l o c a t e s  and uses  verbal and unconscious c lues  o f  h is  

opponents .  He knows how to  manipu la te  ignorance  and to  d i s t o r t  the  

s i t u a t i o n  to  h i s  advantage .  P o e t ic s  merge with  persuas ion  in th e  sense  

t h a t  g ra p h ic  sexual  imagery and sounds in  blue  idioms and double 

e n ten d r e s  express  a man's world o f  a c t i o n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  a t  the  Oxford.

In Table  6 ,  th e  most f r e q u e n t  i tems in  the  lex icon  o f  poker p layer s  

a re  th e  fo l lo w in g :

1) th e  h ig h e s t  number o f  r e f e r e n t s  a re  motion words,  

in c lu d in g  the  c a te g o ry  o f  absence o f  motion;

2) th e  second h i g h e s t  number of  r e f e r e n t s  a re  mechanical
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Motion

TABLE 6

REFERENTS FOR POKER TERMINOLOGY 

Mechanical

Crimp
Catch
Chase
Outdraw
Rota te
Put Down
Shaving
Pul l  In
Raise
Ran
Plow
Shove
Jacked Off
Kicker
Na i l ing
Locking
Cinching
Squeezing
Whipsawing
Build ing
Bust ing
Flash ing
Tapping
Bumping
Folding

Absence o f  Motion

Check
Hung-up
S t r a d d l in g
Balancing
Center ing  ( t h e  d e a l )

Supe rna tu ra l

Lady Luck 
Immortal Nuts 
The Bug 
Card Sense

Temperature

Freeze
Burn
Heat
Cold S ea t  
Cold-deck 
Hot Sucker

Ci nch
Lock
Door
Wi ndow
Wheel
B u l l e t
Hook
Nail
P a in t
Pan
Nuts
Peg
Plow
Sandbag
Rake
Tap
Gun
Whipsaw
S t r a d d le  th e  Fence 
Pot

Natura l  World

Bug
Bull
Dark
Blind
Fish
Live One
Gut
Horns
Ass
Nuts
B a l l s

S o c i o - P o l i t i c a l

Big Cat 
Whorehouse 
Union Oil 
Jock
L ib e ra te d  Woman
Nixoned
John
Kingpin
C rossroade r
H u s t l e r
Cute Ass
High R o l l e r

Drama

Tell
Talking
Performing
Speaking
Sabotaging
Sandbagging
Scared
Running
Show Down
Pay to  See Me
C h at te r ing
Bull s h i t t i n g
Reading
Pegging
Peeking
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and in o rg a n ic  words; and

3) the  t h i r d  h i g h e s t  number o f  r e f e r e n t s  a re  

d ra m a t i c - a c t i o n  words.

P e r su as iv e  metaphors ,  l i k e  " lock ing  someone's n u t s , "  not only  have 

g rap h ic  images bu t  a l s o  a p a in fu l  p h y s io lo g ic a l - p sy c h o lo g ic a l  meaning 

as w e l l .  Temperature i s  most o f t e n  used to  i n d i c a t e  d i sco m fo r t ,  whi le  

th e  n a tu r a l  world c o n ta in s  bugs ,  f i s h  and anatomical r e f e r e n t s  a s s o c ia te d  

w i th  th e  bovine metaphor.  The words denot ing  s t a t u s  have a d j e c t i v e s  or  

compounds to  i n d i c a t e  s i z e ,  v e r t i c a l  o r  ho r izo n ta l  m o b i l i t y .  Many t imes 

r h e t o r i c  i s  used to  induce conf idence  and to  persuade opponents by s e l f -  

e f facement :

The l a s t  t ime I go t  a p a t  hand was when my mother 
l a i d  he rs  t o  my backs ide .

The p o e t i c  motive in  p lay  becomes an i n t r i n s i c a l l y  s a t i s f y i n g  use 

o f  symbols simply f o r  th e  sake o f  sound and symbol (Burke 1958: 54).

Not u n t i l  one "owns" th e  symbols does one f e e l  t h a t  one holds a key to  

immediate knowledge o r  unders tand ing  ( S a p i r  1967: 155).  With i n t r i n s i c ,  

p sycho log ica l  s a t i s f a c t i o n ,  th e  imagery and a f f e c t a t i o n s  o f  th e  so c io 

p o l i t i c a l  world a r e  merged wi th  mechanical  d ev ice s ,  n a tu ra l  organisms 

and c a t e g o r i e s  o f  m o t io n - a c t io n .  Burkean ana lyses  o f  key terms i s  very 

s i m i l a r  t o  T u r n e r ' s  a n a l y s i s  o f  dominant symbols, i . e . ,  one term may 

have a c l u s t e r  o f  ideas  i m p l i c i t  in  i t  and d i s c l o s a b l e  by a methodologi

ca l  a n a l y s i s  o f  i t  (Burke 1958: 60) .  Dominant symbols a r e  polysémie 

r e f e r e n t s  t h a t  a r e  s i g n i f i c a n t  f o r  s o c i a l  p lay  in  th e  gaming encounters .  

Some o f  th e  v i r t u o s o  p la y e r s  e x p l o i t  t h e i r  re sou rces  o f  "pun log ic"  f o r
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s h ee r  d e l i g h t  by p u t t i n g  "resonance  in to  th e  u t t e r a n c e  by using words 

t h a t  echo m u l t i p l e  meanings" (Burke in  Reuckert  1953: 176). The sexual 

p a t t e r  and imagery o f  b u l l s  a t  p lay  r e p r e s e n t  a cogent s e t  o f  dominant 

symbols f o r  the  poker game, male com pet i t ion  and th e  dramaturg ical  

ev en t .

Liminal Man and th e  Play World

One o f  th e  most i n t r i g u i n g  a s p e c t s  o f  r e s ea rch in g  the  p a r t i c i p a n t s  

o f  th e  p lay  world a re  th o se  p l a y e r s  who a d j u s t  to  d iv e r s e  game and so c ia l  

behav io r .  These personae  a r e  t h e  most excep t iona l  a t  p lay ing  games, 

being someone e l s e  and r o l e  o r  code-sw itch ing  as th e  s i t u a t i o n  demands. 

T r a n s i t i o n a l  personae  move from one game and house t o  the  nex t ,  code

switch  wi th  f a c i l i t y ,  and p e rc e iv e  themselves  as s o c i a l i z i n g  agents  with 

v a r io u s  s o c i a l  p o s t u r e s ,  f a c e s  and l i n e s .  T r a n s i t io n a l  personae a re  

most adep t  when a d j u s t i n g  to  a p p r o p r i a t e  emotions,  p h i lo s o p h ie s ,  l i n 

g u i s t i c  and p a r a l i n g u i s t i c  behav io rs  o f  th e  gaming encounte rs .  In t h i s  

s e n se ,  t r a n s i t i o n a l  personae  a r e  s i m i l a r  t o  a l im ina l  s t a t u s  desc r ibed  

by Turner ,  i . e . ,  personae  who a r e  n e i t h e r  f i s h  nor fowl and l i m i n a l i t y  

r e f e r s  t o  a suspension  o r  l a ck  o f  commitment to  a p a r t i c u l a r  s t a t u s  or 

s o c i a l  s e l f ;  a l im ina l  personae  i s  "be tw ix t  and between," most no tably  

dur ing  " r i t e s  o f  passage"  (Turner 1967: 98) .

One in form ant  d i s cu s sed  h i s  love o f  the  d i f f e r e n t  c h a r a c t e r s  and 

s e t t i n g s  as he imagined the  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  human a c t i o n .  From my 

o b s e r v a t i o n ,  th e s e  personae  were su cces s fu l  poker p l a y e r s ,  but  th e re  

i s  no o v e r r id in g  s o c i a l  type  w i th  r e s p e c t  t o  educa t ion  o r  occupation .
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T r a n s i t i o n a l  personae genu ine ly  go t  a kick ou t  o f  p lay ing  a l l  the  games. 

One bus inessman, aged m i d - t h i r t i e s ,  found no t r o u b l e  in  r e l a t i n g  to  Ox

f o r d i a n s  o r  Top H a t te r s  a l though he wore buckskin c l o t h i n g ,  tu rquo ise  

j e w e l r y  and long h a i r .  During a leng thy  informal in t e r v i e w ,  he d iscussed  

tu r q u o i s e  j e w e l r y ,  backpacking in  B r i t i s h  Columbia, h is  bus iness  which 

f r e e d  him from a " n i n e - t o - f i v e "  e x i s t e n c e ,  h i s  v i c e s ,  and h i s  love of  

" c h a r a c t e r s "  who f requen ted  th e  bars  and games.

Another  l im in a l  man r a r e l y  was seen in  any game environment o th e r  

than th e  Oxford.  He was c o n s t a n t l y  amused by the  f o i b l e s  and successes  

o f  h i s  f e l l o w  p l a y e r s .  He enjoyed th e  s t a t u s  o f  h i g h - s t a t u s  f r i e n d  to  

t h e  Oxford house.  During th e  Western Montana F a i r ,  he watched with g re a t  

amusement th e  momentary demise o f  a rodeo s t a r - p o k e r  p l a y e r  who f a i l e d  

to  rope a c a l f  w i th in  th e  winning t ime l i m i t ;  the  rodeo s t a r  b i t  the  

d u s t  no t  only  in  th e  arena  but a l s o  a t  the  poker t a b l e s .  The t r a n s i 

t i o n a l  personae  p layed  o f f  a huge s t a c k  o f  Oxford house ch ips  one n ig h t ;  

he r u t h l e s s l y  o rgan ized  h is  p lay  as  T i g h t i e  or  Loosey with  t h e  a l t e r a 

t i o n  o f  opponents ,  h i s  mood, o r  sense  o f  t iming in game rhythms. This 

same person was very q u i e t ,  f r i e n d l y  and would blush when p ra i s ed  w i th in  

th e  macro-environment o f  bar  and games. Outs ide  o f  the  Oxford env iron

ment,  t h i s  person a c te d  as though he never met anyone--a  r e a l  loner .

When I asked p a r t i c i p a n t s  th e  a t t r i b u t e s  o f  an e x p e r t  poker p l a y e r ,  most 

answered t h a t  an e x p e r t  poker p l a y e r  i s  a lo n e r .

Another  t r a n s i t i o n a l  personae  o f  the  Stockman admit ted  t h a t  poker 

and ca rds  r e a l l y  bored him, bu t  people  were fun to  meet;  he p re fe r r e d  to  

p lay  th e  s tock  market which involved  more p leasu re  f o r  h i s  s p ec u la t iv e  

i n t e r e s t s .
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T r a n s i t i o n a l  personae  appear  to  enjoy a t r a n sce n d e n t  q u a l i t y  of  

p l a y ;  l im ina l  man toys  with f a c e s ,  l i n e s ,  pos tu res  and gu ises  f o r  the  

pure  p l e a s u r e  o f  mental and s o c i a l  p l a y w r i t in g .  Unlike a m a jo r i ty  of  

Oxford p e rsonae ,  who a re  e a r n e s t l y  engaged in  deep p l a y ,  t r a n s i t i o n a l s  

subsume moneymaking as p a r t  o f  t h e  p l e a s u ra b le  exper ience  o f  pure play .  

Top H a t t e r s  p lay  s e r i o u s l y  wi th  faces  and l i n e s  of  so c ia l  t r a n s v a l u a t i o n ,  

but l e s s  f r e q u e n t l y  code-switch  from th e  s e c u r i t y  o f  peer  group games.

Conclusions

This concluding s e c t i o n  p e r t a i n s  to  my thoughts  and ana lyses  o f  

f i e ld w o rk  m a te r i a l  as th e s e  r e l a t e  t o  t h e  play  world and model-bui ld ing .  

The p lay  world o f f e r s  unique s i t u a t i o n s  to  analyze s o c i a l  and symbolic 

i n t e r a c t i o n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  the  meaning o f  o p t a t i v e  s t r a t e g i e s  and the  

m an ipu la t ion  o f  images,  l i n g u i s t i c  v i r t u o s i t y ,  symbolic e n t i t l e m e n t s  

and s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  in  p lay .  The dramatic  c o n tex t  o f  the  play 

world o f f e r s  a s e t  o f  b u i ld in g  blocks no t  un l ike  Burke 's  a n a ly s i s  of 

e n t i t l e m e n t s  o r  T u r n e r ' s  development o f  dominant symbols (Table 7 ) .

The o r e c t i c ,  s i t u a t i o n a l  and id e a t i o n a l  realms o f  exper ience  a re  com

ponents  o f  an a e s t h e t i c  dimension o f  p r e f e r r e d  forms and c o n te n t s ,  which 

a r e  a c t i v a t e d  in  th e  drama o f  sym bol ic -soc ia l  i n t e r a c t i o n .  Play inc ludes  

word p l a y ,  emotion p l a y ,  p lay  w i th  s e t t i n g  and p lay  with  motion.  Qual i 

t a t i v e  judgments ,  such as the  c o n s t i t u e n t s  o f  deep p lay  o f  the  Oxfordians 

ve rsus  pure  p lay  o f  t r a n s i t i o n a l  personae o r  peer  group p lay  o f  the  Top 

Hat,  a r e  expressed  in  symbolic and s o c i a l l y  r e l e v a n t  meanings by the  

p a r t i c i p a n t s .  Since t h e r e  i s  a transcendence  and emergence from the  

o rd in a r y  l i f e  o f  community members, t r a n s i t i o n a l  personae  and expe r t



TABLE 7

EXPERIENTIAL MODEL OF THE PLAY WORLD

ORECTIC 
Natural  World 

Sensations

SITUATIONAL 
S o c i o - P o l i t i c a l  World 

I n t e r a c t i o n s

AESTHETIC DIMENSION 
P re f e r r e d  Forms 

and Contents

IDEATIONAL 
"Super"-Natura l  World 

Conceptions

LOGOGENIC 

Word Play

AFFECTIVE 

Emotion PlayPLAY WORLD 
Drama of  

Symbolic-Social  
I n t e r a c t i o n

PROXEMIC

S e t t in g

KINETIC 
Motion Play
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poker p l a y e r s  a r e  s o c i a l  a r t i s t s  who sy n th e s iz e  behav iors  from a l l  t h r e e  

realms o f  e n t i t l e m e n t s  as well as realms o f  a c t i o n  to  exper ience  an 

a e s t h e t i c  dimension o f  th e  p lay  world .  Munn's (1973) sugges t ion  t h a t  

we should  s tudy  " l o g i c o - a e s t h e t i c "  systems i s  most f r u i t f u l  and i n t r i g u 

ing in  p lay  s i t u a t i o n s  (Munn 1973: 608).

The p lay  world i s  a g r e a t  "p lace"  t o  observe man as symbol izer ,  

a c t o r ,  and a c t e r .  An i n t e r p r e t i v e  approach to  the  ethnography o f  p lay  

may shed some l i g h t  on meaningfu lness  t h a t  has d i f f e r e n t  s e n s i b i l i t i e s  

and l o g i c s  w i th in  o r e c t i c ,  s i t u a t i o n a l  and i d e a t i o n a l  exper ience .

"Hearing on ly  one a u t h e n t i c  voice"  i s  simply not enough when faced  

wi th  m u l t i f a c e t e d  behav io r  in p lay  (Yolton 1967: 197).  P lac ing  d e f i n i 

t i o n s  o f  form and c o n te n t  in a n o th e r  world o f  forms and c o n ten t s  sug

g e s t s  a v a r i e t y  o f  languages t o  deal with  metasocia l  a n a l y s i s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  

an a e s t h e t i c  dimension o f  human exper ience  in the  p lay  world .  Like Jim 

Casey 's  remark in  th e  Grapes o f  Wrath:

There a i n ' t  no s i n  and a i n ' t  no v i r t u e - - t h e r e ' s  
j u s t  games people  p la y .  (Engels 1971: 141)

I n t e r p r e t i v e  an thropology  i s  grounded in obse rv a t io n  and e x p l i c a 

t i o n s  o f f e r e d  by p a r t i c i p a n t s ;  i t  i s  somewhat l i k e  Burke 's  pun lo g i c ,  

s in ce  t h i s  mode o f  a n a l y s i s  seeks a p lu r a l i s m  of  concepts  and forms t h a t  

r e s o n a te  in  m u l t i p l e  meanings.  An a e s t h e t i c  dimension o f  c u l t u r a l l y -  

p r e f e r r e d  forms and c o n ten t s  drawn from th e  o r e c t i c ,  s i t u a t i o n a l  and 

i d e a t i o n a l  realms o f  symbolic e n t i t l e m e n t s  r e p r e s e n t s  a unique keystone 

to  r e s e a r c h  o p e r a t io n a l  p h i lo so p h ie s  o f  p a r t i c i p a n t s  who a r e  engaged in 

a dynamic s e t t i n g  o f  p la y fu l  s o c i a l  i n t e r a c t i o n .



a p p e n d i c e s



APPENDIX A 

GLOSSARY OF MONTANA POKER TERMINOLOGY



GLOSSARY OF MONTANA POKER TERMINOLOGY

a c t i o n  -  1) any round o f  p lay  a t  the  poker t a b l e ;  2) a round o f  play
which has a good po t  on th e  t a b l e ;  3) c r e a t i n g  a c t i o n  means
to  drum up a b e t t e r  ca rd  game by performers  and Looseys,

a c t i o n  b e t  -  1) u s u a l l y  an opener  by a hand t h a t  may be l i k e l y  to  win;
2) any b e t  o r  r a i s e .

a n t e  -  a s e t  amount o f  money r e q u i r e d  to  p lay  a hand. Each p l a y e r  pu ts  
in  th e  an te  t o  g e t  i n t o  the  a c t i o n .

b a lanc ing  po t  odds - p la y e r s  w i l l  f i g u r e  th e  r a t i o  o f  t h e i r  investment 
to  th e  po t  s i z e  and the  s t r e n g t h  o f  t h e i r  hand.

b a n k e r ' s  box - a c a b i n e t  s i t u a t e d  behind th e  house d e a l e r  which c o n ta in s
new and used c a r d s ,  ch ip s  and game equipment.

b e t  -  t o  p lace  money i n t o  a c t i o n .  The b e t t o r  may open th e  hand o r  con
t i n u e  to  b e t  o r  r a i s e .

Big Squeeze: see  Whipsawing

b l in d  opener  -  a p l a y e r  makes a b l in d  be t  before  h i s  cards  a r e  d e a l t .  A
fo rced  b l in d  opener  means t h a t  t h e  p la y e r  t o  th e  l e f t  o f  th e
d e a l e r  must open b l in d ,

bug ( th e )  - t h e  j o k e r .  A wi ld  card  j o k e r  with  d i f f e r e n t  fu n c t io n s  in 
d i f f e r e n t  poker games.

b u i ld in g  a c t i o n  -  to  b e t ,  t o  r a i s e  and to  i n c re a se  th e  po t  s i z e .

bu l l  cook - head h a s h - s l i n g e r  o f  a luncheon coun te r .

b u l l e t  ( t h e )  -  an ace

b u l l i n g  t h e  game - 1) shoving in  a l a r g e  r a i s e  o r  s e r i e s  o f  r a i s e s  to  
fo rce  opponents t o  f o l d ;  2) to  co n t ro l  game a c t i o n  by o v e r t  
ag g re ss io n  o r  c o v e r t  s k i l l s .

b u l l s  - powerful personae

b u l l  s h i t t i n g  - a  l o t  o f  t a l k  designed to  confuse  o r  dece ive  p la y e r s .

bumping -  shoving in  a r a i s e  t o  nudge p lay e r s  f o r  a d e c i s io n  t o  c a l l ,  
r a i s e  o r  f o l d .
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burn - 1) t o  bea t  a p l a y e r ;  2) a one-card  d i sca rd  o f f  the  top o f  the 
drawing deck.

bus t  - 1) an a r r e s t ;  2) a bad hand o r  bad p lay  in a game; 3) to  bus t  a 
p l a y e r  means to  bankrupt your opponent.

buying th e  po t :  see b u l l in g  the  game

buy-ins  -  each game e s t a b l i sh m e n t  has a s e t  amount t o  buy o n e 's  en
t r a n c e  i n to  th e  game—a game en t rance  fee .

card  sense  -  1) i n t u i t i o n  on what your  opponent ho lds ;  2) a " s ix th
sense"  about card  p lay in g ;  3) a p la y e r  who i s  exper ienced 
and takes  w e l l - t im ed  r i s k s .

case  card  - 1) any fo u r th  card  rece ived  in  the  draw; 2) any card
which f i l l s  out a s t r a i g h t ,  f lu s h  wheel o r  fo u r  o f  a kind.

ca tch  - to  r e c e iv e  a card  from the  draw.

c e n t e r  deal - house d e a le r s  co n t ro l  a l l  card  handl ing .

chase -  t r y i n g  to  outdraw an opponent in  the  draw,

c h a t t e r  -  1) game t a l k  designed f o r  c o l o r ,  e n te r ta in m en t ;  2) c r e a t in g  
t e n s i o n ;  3) c r e a t i n g  deception

check -  t o  pass  th e  a c t io n  to  th e  next p l a y e r  w i thou t  b e t t i n g  o r  r a i s i n g .

c inch  -  a hand t h a t  i s  a sure  winner.

C inc inna t i  -  poker games with  more than seven p la y e r s ,

co ld  deck - to  s t a c k  th e  deck, p re - d e a l .

co ld  s e a t  - unlucky c h a i r  o r  p o s i t i o n  a t  th e  poker t a b l e .

crimping -  1) bending th e  cards  to  mark a p lace  in th e  deck which i s  
c u t  a t  t h a t  sp o t ;  2) marking th e  cards  by bending corners  
o r  e n t i r e  back o f  th e  card  l i k e  a t u r t l e ' s  back.

c r o s s ro a d e r  - a p ro f e s s io n a l  gambler who moves from town to  town; 
p lays  t i g h t  but t a l k s  loose.

cu te  a ss  -  homosexual.

d e a l t - o u t  - a p l a y e r  leaves  the  game t em pora r i ly ,  

door card  - a window card  in  the  hand.
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f i s h  -  1) a non-house p l a y e r ;  2) a non-house p lay e r  who i s  a sucker.

f l a s h i n g  - exposing cards  a c c i d e n t l y  o r  d e l i b e r a t e l y  dur ing  th e  deal 
o r  when a t  p lay .

f o ld  -  to  drop ou t  o f  th e  hand and lo s e  th e  a c t io n .

f r e e z e  o u t  - ( f rozen  ou t )  1) a p l a y e r  who fo rce s  an opponent out of
th e  game; 2) a poker game with  s tak e s  l i m i t  in  which a busted 
p l a y e r  may not r e - e n t e r .

gu t  sh o t  - to  f i l l  an i n s i d e  s t r a i g h t .

hea t  -  1) any u n p le a sa n t  p r e s s u r e ;  2) p o l i c e  p re s su re  on a house or
a game.

heavy a c t i o n  -  a round o f  b e t t i n g  and r a i s i n g  which produces a la rge  
po t .

high r o l l e r s  - p l a y e r s  w i th  l o t s  o f  money.

Hold 'Em - a tw o-hole  Stud game from Las Vegas, 

hole  ca rd  -  any ca rd  which i s  concea led  from view, 

hook ( th e )  -  a j a c k .

hung-up -  1) i n h i b i t e d  behav io r ;  2) behav io r  of  a person who cannot 
o r  w i l l  no t  change h i s  b ehav io r ,  e s p e c i a l l y  th e  o ld e r  gen
e r a t i o n .

h u s t l e r  -  anyone who t r i e s  to  g e t  a game going with hopes o f  taking 
someone's money. H us t le r s  a r e  q u i t e  ov e r t  about o rgan iz ing  
games and people  know h i s  i n t e n t .

in  th e  dark  -  1) a p l a y e r  who i s  s ea te d  to  the  l e f t  o f  th e  d e a l e r ;
2) a p l a y e r  who shows o f f  by b e t t i n g  b l in d .

jacked  o f f  -  1) a fou led-up  hand; 2) any h igher  hand bea t ing  p a i r  o f  Jacks.

jock  -  an a t h l e t e

john ( th e )  -  res troom

Kali s p e l l  Wheel - an ace -h igh  s t r a i g h t .

keno -  a b ingo- type  game drawing a c t i o n  from bar p a t ro n s .

k ingpin  -  1) a p r o f e s s i o n a l  gambler-manager,  an o rg a n iz e r ;  2) any top-  
notch poker  p l a y e r  who i s  adep t  and r u t h l e s s .
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L i a r ' s  Poker - a d ice  game s im u la t in g  poker hands.

l i b e r a t e d  woman - 1) a woman who has more than one lo v e r ;  2) a l e sb ian .

l i v e  one - any p l a y e r  who p lays  with  h is  own money, a non-house p lay e r .

lock " a winning hand which i s  a su re  th in g .

Loose Ass (Loosey) -  an o f f e n s iv e  s t r a t e g i s t  who b e l ie v es  in and r e l i e s  
on luck  to  outdraw o r  bu l l  h is  opponents.

Loser -  1) anyone who does no t  p lay  poker w e l l ;  2) a hab i tua l  or com
p u l s i v e  l o s e r  who cannot  win - he wants to  lo s e .

n a i l i n g  -  1) th e  c a r d s ;  means t o  mark th e  edges o f  cards  with  a f in g e r n a i l
gash; 2) a p l a y e r ,  means to  b ea t  him soundly,  e s p e c i a l l y  when
th e  p l a y e r  th in k s  he i s  th e  winner;  3) n a i l i n g  th e  n u t s ,  
g e t t i n g  th e  b e s t  hand.

nu ts  ( t h e )  -  r e f e r s  t o  gonads -  a hand t h a t  i s  a su re  winner.

open b l i n d :  see  b l in d  opener

open ca rd  ~ any card  n o t  concea led  from view.

outdraw -  chas ing  cards  and r e c e i v i n g  a winning card  on the  l a s t  card 
drawn.

o v e r - c a r d s  - any ca rds  in  Stud which a re  h ighe r  than the  open cards  of 
yo u r  opponents .

p a i n t s  -  f a c e  cards  and t e n s .

p a i n t  f a c t o r y  (a ) -  a handful o f  face  ca rds  and t e n s .

Pan -  a rummy-type o f  card  game with  small s t a k e s .

pa t  hand - a winning hand t h a t  i s  a s u re  th in g .

pay to  see  me -  f o r c in g  an opponent to  a showdown c a l l  o f  your b e t  or
r a i s e .  He pays to  see  who wins.

peeking -  to  c h ea t  by e y e b a l l i n g  an opponen t ' s  hand.

pegging -  1) knowing a p l a y e r ' s  probable  moves; 2) c h ea t in g  by punching
t i n y  holes  in  th e  c a r d s '  backs f o r  touch c lu e s .

performing -  1) any behavior  ou t  o f  c o n te x t ;  2) loose  t a l k e r s  who 
c h a t t e r ;  3) anyone who drank too  much.
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p lay  p o s i t i o n  -  1) to  p ick  an advantageous s ea t in g  arrangement;  2) to  
p lay  a g a in s t  an opponen t ' s  known s t r a t e g y .

play th e  odds -  1) see ba lanc ing  pot odds;  2) knowing the  p r o b a b i l i t i e s  
f o r  f i l l i n g  ou t  your hand; ~ 3 T o r  o p p o r tu n i t i e s  f o r  your hand 
to  be a t  an opponen t ' s  hand dur ing  the  draw.

plowing - shoving in  a very l a r g e  r a i s e  to  in t im i d a t e  opponents.

po t  odds: see  ba lanc ing  po t  odds .

p u l l  in o n e ' s  horns -  1) t o  c o n t ro l  your s e l f - e x p r e s s i o n ;  2) l i m i t  
a g g re s s iv e  and d ecep t iv e  behav io r s .

pu t  down - to  c r i t i c i z e  o r  r i d i c u l e  ano ther  person.

r a i s e  - t o  in c r e a s e  th e  amount o f  the  b e t  which i s  passed you.

r a k e - o f f  -  a pe rcen tag e  o f  the  po t  which goes to  the  house.

Ran: see  running s c a r e d .

read  -  1) th e  c a r d s ,  means to  peek i n to  a n o t h e r ' s  hand; 2) to  read the
cards  means to  s i z e  up opponen t ' s  p o t e n t i a l ;  3) read the  game,
means t o  know how to  r e a c t  to  an opponent 's  s t r a t e g i e s .

r o t a t i n g  deal  -  a l l  p la y e r s  may deal th e  ca rds  and c a l l  th e  game o f  t h e i r  
cho ice .

r u f f  7 - 1) a lowball  hand with  76 o r  75 as h ighes t  two ca rds ,

running sca red  -  1) a p l a y e r  who i s  a f r a i d  o f  his  opponent 's  p o t e n t i a l  
and f o l d s ;  2) a p l a y e r  who has no confidence  in  h i s  hand or  
a b i l i t y  and t r i e s  t o  b u l l  t h e  game.

sabotage  -  to  d e l i b e r a t e l y  s e t  a t r a p  f o r  your  opponents.

S a l t  Lake P a i r  -  an ace -k ing  combination.

sandbag - 1) no t  b e t t i n g  your hand to  i t s  f u l l  p o t e n t i a l ;  2) no t  p lay 
ing your  hand to  i t s  f u l l  p o t e n t i a l ;  3) p re tend ing  to  appear 
s l e e p y ;  4) a method o f  sabo tag ing .

sca red :  see  running s c a r e d .

s c r e w b a l l ( s )  - 1) a p l a y e r  who p lays  e ve ry th ing  t h a t  i s  d e a l t  to  him;
2) a d i s r u p t i v e  and n u t t y  p la y e r .

screwed -  b e a te n ,  " r o y a l ly  screwed" means t h a t  you have been soundly 
bea ten .
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sharp  -  1) a good p l a y e r ;  f o r  example,  one who would pick up an oppo
n e n t ' s  a c c id e n ta l  f l a s h .

shaving -  th in n in g  borders  on th e  cards  to  mark c e r t a i n  cards  o r  a p lace  
in  the  deck.

shoving i n :  see  p lowing.

showdown - u s u a l l y  two p la y e r s  who square  o f f  a g a in s t  each o th e r  in
th e  f i n a l  round o f  b e t t i n g .  (This can occur before  th e  draw.)

shy -  1) a sca red  p l a y e r ;  2) t o  come up f i n a n c i a l l y  s h o r t ;  3) not to
b e t ,  only  c a l l ;  4) t o  f a l l  s h o r t  o f  cards  needed from the
draw.

slow b e t t i n g  - t o  check o r  b e t  very small amounts in sucker ing  opponents 
t o  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  po t .  (A slow b e t t o r  u s u a l ly  has a very 
good hand.)

speaks f o r  i t s e l f  -  1) th e  cards  a r e  tu rn ed  up a t  a showdown and reveal
th e  p l a y e r ' s  hand; 2) th e  d e a l e r  w i l l  c a l l  the  h ig h e s t  com
b in a t io n  o f  th e  winning hand to  p r o t e c t  a p la y e r  who might 
have overlooked h i s  b e s t  combinat ion.

s p o t t i n g  - to  mark cards  w i th  a f o r e ig n  substance  f o r  v isua l  c lues  in
c h ea t in g  a c r o s s  the  t a b l e .

s t r a d d l e  -  a p l a y e r  next to  th e  p l a y e r  in th e  dark buys the  r i g h t  to  
waive f i r s t  round commitment.

t a l k i n g  lo o se  -  dece iv ing  p la y e r s  and c r e a t i n g  te n s io n  by c h a t t e r i n g .

tapp ing  -  b leed ing  o f f  money from a p l a y e r ,  to  tap him o f f .

t e l l  -  1) c r e a t e  a r u s e ,  f o r  example, a phys ica l  t e l l - t a l e  qu i rk  which 
p l a y e r s  read  as a c lu e  t o  your  s t r a t e g y  o r  hand; 2) some 
people  read unconscious t e l l s  o f  t h e i r  opponents;  f o r  example,  
rubbing your  nose ,  sq u in t in g ,  b i t t i n g  o ne 's  l i p  may give  c lues
t o  your  hand and how one w i l l  p lay  i t .

T igh t  Ass ( T ig h t i e )  -  a d e fe n s iv e  s t r a t e g i s t  who b e l i e v e s  in and r e l i e s  
in  s t a t i s t i c a l  p r o b a b i l i t i e s  f o r  hand and s t r a t e g y .

under t h e  gun -  a p l a y e r  behind the  d e a l e r  who must open th e  a c t i o n .

Union Oil -  a 76 in  Lowball.

Wheel (a ) -  an ace  low s t r a i g h t  in  Lowball which c a l l  inc ludes  the  bug.
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whipsawing -  two p la y e r s  w i l l  squeeze o u t  an opponent sea ted  between 
them. The f i r s t  p l a y e r  r a i s e s ,  and h is  p a r t n e r  w i l l  r e 
r a i s e  ( u s u a l ly  double the  amount o f  th e  f i r s t  r a i s e . )  The 
p l a y e r  in  between f in d s  th e  a c t i o n  too rough and f o l d s .

wired - matching ho le  card  with  f i r s t  open card  in Stud; example,  one 
ho le  card  Jack "wired" to  th e  next  open card  Jack.
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METHODOLOGY ON VOCABULARY

I i n i t i a l l y  asked f o r  th e  d e f i n i t i o n s  o f  words,  synonyms, antonyms, 

and a n a lo g ie s  o f  s t r a t e g y .  I wro te  the  words on t h r e e  by f i v e  index cards  

wi th  magic marker and bold ty p e .  I pronounced a word a f t e r  a minute o r  so 

h e s i t a t i o n  on th e  p a r t  o f  my in fo rm an t .  Many t imes pronouncing the  word 

f a i l e d  t o  g e t  a re sponse .  I recorded  a l l  re sponses  and watched f o r  

"blocked" i tems o f  s t i g m a t i c  words.  I l i s t e d  a l l  comments and made a l i s t  

o f  t e n t a t i v e  blocks  and " I  d o n ' t  knows." I checked a t t i t u d e s  t h a t  were 

l in k e d  with  sex and drug a r g o t s .  I wanted to  check loan words t h a t  might 

be c reep ing  in  from th e  younger g e n e r a t i o n ' s  a r g o t s .

I p re s e n te d  th e  c o n t r a s t i v e  s e t s  o f  a c t i o n  and s t a t u s  by p lac ing  an 

i n i t i a l  dichotomy in  s e p a r a t e  columns. I asked th e  in formants  to  put the  

remaining cards  i n to  th e  two c a t e g o r i e s  o r  in the  midd le ,  i f  i tems did  not 

f i t  o r  could  be both .  I a l so  asked why an informant "cen te red"  an i tem to  

d i s c o v e r  whether  i t  was a n e u t r a l  o r  a both ca tego ry .  I c o n s t r u c te d  a 

m as te r  l i s t  o f  in formant re sponses  t o  a c t i o n  and s t a t u s  c a t e g o r i e s .  Often 

in formants  would give  me a new word o r  s t r a t e g y ,  and I would have to  r e 

check o r  c ro s s -ch eck  t h i s  i tem.

My word l i s t  in c luded  a r g o t s  from: poker,  drug ,  h i p ,  poo l ,  p r i s o n ,

homosexual,  p r o s t i t u t i o n ,  hobo, underworld,  World War I I  and rac ing  terms. 

I d e l i b e r a t e l y  chose words l i k e  " r e e f e r "  t h a t  had a t  l e a s t  two meanings 

f o r  g e n e r a t i o n a l  g roupings .  My t e s t i n g  methods were ob ta in ed  from B er l in ,  

Breedlove and Raven (1970),  I used a t r i a d s  t e s t  t o  no te  th e  choice of
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a na logues ,  and to  de termine  whether  Informants  made t h e i r  choice  on the 

b a s i s  o f  ' lexical  o r  grammatical knowledge. I found t h a t  when informants  

did  no t  know th e  l e x i c a l  i tem,  they  t r i e d  t o  analyze the  choice on the  

b a s i s  o f  grammar. T r iad s  were t h e  only  s e t  o f  t e s t s  t h a t  inc luded some 

unknown te rms .  By us ing  t r i a d s  and d icho tom ies ,  I t r i e d  to  d i scove r  those  

terms t h a t  were n o t  i n t e r c h an g e a b le  and those  bounded by s p e c i f i c  dimen

s io n s .

The fo l low ing  word l i s t  i s  marked f o r :  kind o f  a r g o t ,  p lace  most 

f r e q u e n t ly  used ,  source  o t h e r  than  p a r t i c i p a n t s  in  th e  gaming encoun te rs ,  

sp ec ia l  no te  o f  lo c a l  usage on ly ,  and f i n a l l y ,  s t i g m a t i c  a t t i t u d e s  a sso 

c i a t e d  wi th  th e  words.  Underl ined words a r e  most o f te n  used in the  Stock

man and Oxford.  A s te r i sk e d  i tems (*) a r e  e x c l u s iv e ly  from the  Top Hat. 

Items t h a t  a re  unmarked a re  a p p a r e n t ly  no t  known and no t  used in a l l  

t h r e e  p lay  environments .

O ppor tun i ty  f o r  formal in t e rv ie w in g  was extremely l im i t e d  by i n f o r 

mants '  u n w i l l in g n e s s  to  be i s o l a t e d  from th e  game-bar en v i ro n s .  Formal 

in te rv iew s  were conducted with  a member o f  each gene ra t iona l  grouping, and 

each member p layed  in  two o f  t h r e e  p o s s ib l e  environments ;  in formant a l so  

had knowledge o f  th e  t h i r d  environment.  During obse rva t ion  I was able  to  

c ro s s -c h e ck  and c o u n te r - r e f e r e n c e  many o f  th e  f r e q u e n t ly  used terms.  I 

r e g r e t  in fo rm an ts '  r e l u c t a n c e  to  t a p in g  s e s s i o n s .  The younges t ,  c o l l e g e -  

aged s t u d e n t  i d e n t i f i e d  more s t i g m a t i c  vocabula ry ; th e  two younger i n f o r 

mants p rov ided  th e  most a n a lo g ie s  o r  synonyms in formal in te rv iew ing  s e s 

s io n s .  In my judgment,  t h e  o l d e s t  informant  blocks more s t i g m a t i c  value 

o r  l e x i c a l  i tem s .  This was l a t e r  revea led  in a c ross -check  in the
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presence  o f  h i s  w i f e ,  i . e . ,  she cued and r e g i s t e r e d  d i s b e l i e f  when her 

husband fe igned  ignorance  o f  th e  te rm s;  he admit ted  t h a t  he knew the  

terms and she  "kep t  him honest"  dur ing  the  remaining in te rv iew ing  t ime.
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ARGOT PLACE AND SOURCE LOCAL ONLY STIGMATIC

Poker

Poker

Poker

Homosex.

Poker

Hip

Poker

Pri  son 
WW I I

Poker

Poker

Hip
Homosex.

Hobo

Poker

Poker

Poker

Poker

Hip
Drugs

Poker

"A" HOLER

BIG CAT (STEIG 1972)

BLAZE (STEIG 1972)

BLUE GOWN (FARRELL 1972) 

BOBTAIL STRAIGHT (STEIG 1972) 

BREAD 

BULL

BULL COOK (SPRADLEY 1970) 

BULLET (STEIG 1972)

BURN

BUMMER (FARRELL 1972)

CALIFORNIA BLANKET (WENTWORTH 
AND FLEXNER 1972)

CASE CARD (STEIG 1972)

CINCINNATI

CHASE (STEIG 1972)

CHECK

COKE

COLD DECKING (MAHIGEL AND 
STONE 1971)

X ( r e s t a u r a n t  
use only)

B i l l i n g s  more 
than Missoula

X (no t  sexual 
j u s t  denotes 
a bad th in g )

X (Local ly  i s  
known but  o f te n  
blocked)

Poker COLD SEAT
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Poker

Poker

Poker

Poker

Poker

Poker

Poker

Poker

CRIMP (MAHIGEL AND STONE 
STONE 1971)

CROSSROADER

DEAD MAN'S HAND

DOOR CARD

DRIVER'S SEAT (STEIG 1972)

EDGE (STEIG 1972)

FISH

FLASH (STEIG 1972) 

P r o s t i t u t i o n  FLEABAG (JAMES 1972)

Poker

Poker

Racing

Racing

Pr ison

Poker

Poker

FREEZE OUT (STEIG)

FULL BOAT

GEE-GEE (WENTWORTH AND 
FLEXNER 1972)

GETAWAY DAY (WENTWORTH 
AND FLEXNER 1972)

GOULASH (WENTWORTH AND 
FLEXNER 1972)

GUT SHOT

HIGH ROLLER

X

X legend i s  
known

X (no t  used 
in B i l l in g s )

X ( d i f f e r e n t  
meaning from 
S te ig )

X ( d i f f e r e n t  
meaning from 
S te ig )

X (no t  known 
but most 
thought  i t  
meant some
th ing  deroga
t o r y  or lowdown)

P r o s t i t u t i o n  HO (JAMES 1972)
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Pr ison

Racing

Poker & 
P r o s t i t u t i o n

Pool &
Poker

HEAT (WENTWORTH AND FLEXNER 
1972)

HEDGE BETS

HOOK (WENTWORTH AND FLEXNER 
1972) (JAMES 1972)

HUSTLER

P r o s t i t u t i o n  HYPE (JAMES 1972) 
& Drugs

Poker

Poker

Poker 
& Hip

IMMORTAL (STEIG 1972)

IN THE DARK

JACKED OFF 2 meanings

P r o s t i t u t i o n  JOHN (WENTWORTH AND 
Homosex. FLEXNER, FARRELL AND

JAMES 1972)
2 meanings

Poker KALISPELL WHEEL

Poker KICKER (STEIG 1972)

Poker KINGPIN

Poker LADY LUCK

Pool LEMONADING (POLSKY 1967)

Poker LIARS POKER

Poker LIVE ONE

Poker LOCK (STEIG 1972)

Poker LOOSE (STEIG 1972)

Poker LOOSEY (STEIG 1972)

Poker LOSER

X (Oxford-
Po l ice
p re s su re )

X (a Jack)

X -B i l l ings  only 
"Immortal Nuts"

X (bathroom 
only)

X (Missoula ,  
Local only)

X (on nu ts )  

X (Ass)
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Po k e r LUCK

P r o s t i t u t i o n  MACKMAN (JAMES 1972; WENT
WORTH AND FLEXNER 1972)

Poker

Poker

Poker

Drugs
Hip

Poker

Poker

Hip

WW II

Poker

Poker

Poker

Racing

Pr ison

Poker

Poker

Poker

Poker

MONKEY FLUSH (STEIG 1972) 

MUSCLE IN

NAILING (MAHIGEL AND STONE 
1971

NARC* (WENTWORTH AND 
FLEXNER 1972, Nark)

NATURAL HAND o r  A NATURAL

NUTS

PAD*

PEARL DIVER (WENTWORTH AND 
FLEXNER 1972)

PEGGING (MAHIGEL AND STONE 
1971)

PLOWING

POT ODDS (STEIG 1972) 

QUINELLA

RABBIT TIME (SPRADLEY 1970 
and FARRELL 1972)

RAISE

RAKE

RAZOO o r  RAZZ

READ (MAHIGEL AND STONE 
1971)

X(Betting
s t r a t e g y )

X (two mean
in g s ;  both 
used)

("Reading" the  
c a r d s ;  not 
punching ho les)

X ( the  
n u t s )
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Hobo
Drug

Poker

Poker

Poker

Racing

Hip
Poker

Poker

Poker

Poker

Poker

Hip
Drugs

Pool
Drugs

Pool

Pr ison

Poker

Poker

Poker

Drug

Poker

REEFER (WENTWORTH AND 
FLEXNER 1972)

RUFF 7 'S  

SALT LAKE PAIR 

SANDBAG (STEIG 1972) 

SCRATCH SHEET 

SCREW (STEIG 1972)

SHARP (WENTWORTH AND 
FLEXNER 1972)

SLOW BET

SHY

SMOKE GLOW (MAHIGEL AND 
STONE 1971)

SNUFF BOX*

SPEED (POLSKY 1967, WENT
WORTH AND FLEXNER 1972)

STICK HALL (POLSKY 1967)

STIR (WENTWORTH AND FLEXNER 
1972)

STRADDLE

SUCKER

TAP

TEASTICK (WENTWORTH AND 
FLEXNER 1972)

TELL (WENTWORTH AND FLEXNER 
1972 and MAHIGEL AND STONE 
1971)

X ( r e f r i g e r a t o r  
c a r ;  mar ijuana)  
(2 meanings)

X (drugs 
only)

X

X

X (mari juana)
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P o k e r  THE 7 ' S  (STEIG 1972)

Hip THE FLICKS*

Poker TIGHT (STEIG 1972)

Poker UNDER THE GUN (STEIG 1972)

Poker UNION OIL

Homosex. WAZOO (FARRELL 1972)

Poker WHOREHOUSE CUT (MAHIGEL AND
STONE 1971)

Poker WHIPSAW (STEIG 1972)

Poker WILD CARD

Poker WINNER

Poker WIRED (STEIG 1972)

P r ison  YARD BIRD (WENTWORTH AND
FLEXNER 1972)

Underworld ZUCH (WENTWORTH AND FLEXNER 
1972

X (Ass)
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GAME SIMULATION

I d e a l t  ten  hands t h a t  were randomly c u t  and d e a l t  to  seven p l a y e r s .  

The ca rd s  were d e a l t  on d i f f e r e n t  days with d i f f e r e n t  decks.  I analyzed 

the  hands f o r  t h r e e  games--High Draw, Lowball and Stud ( t h i r t y  hands 

t o t a l ) .  I numbered th e  cards  th roughou t  t h e  deck in c lud ing  the  draw cards .  

I e l im in a te d  th e  burn in any High Draw o r  Lowball game. I worked through 

a l l  hands and noted p o t e n t i a l s  f o r  p o s s ib l e  winners before  the draw. My 

b a s ic  reason ing  was t h a t :  1) p l a y e r s  would be drawing with  face  c a r d s ,

p a i r s  o r  a p o s s ib l e  open-ended s t r a i g h t  in  High Draw; 2) t h a t  p la y e r s  would 

r e s t r i c t  a hand 's  p o t e n t i a l  to  no more than two cards  in th e  Lowball draw; 

and 3) the  hole  ca rd  in  f i v e - c a r d  Stud had to  be as high o r  h igher  than 

any oppo n en t ' s  open o v e r -c a rd  f o r  the  p l a y e r  to  remain in the  game.

I p icked seven teen  hands t h a t  were most i n t e r e s t i n g  and c h a l l en g in g ;  

some had p o t e n t i a l s  f o r  b l u f f i n g .  I c a l c u l a t e d  the  even o r  uneven d i s 

t r i b u t i o n  of  p re -d e a l  p o t e n t i a l  winners :

Even Uneven

Good Hand 6 6

Poor Hand 2 3

I checked which s e a t  had th e  most chances to  win. I found t h a t  P layer  VI 

had t h e  most chances  to  win; P lay e r  I I I ,  th e  second most chances to  win and 

a l l  remaining p l a y e r s  had even chances excep t  P lay e r  I I  , who had most 

chances  t o  lo s e .
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I worked out a r o t a t i n g  deal  sequence to  see i f  a d e a l e r  would have 

an advantage  over h i s  opponents dur ing  h is  dea l ing  t ime.  I found t h a t  

ou t  o f  seven teen  hands,  the  d e a l e r  had: two good chances to  win, th ree

even chances  to  win and ten  w i th  no s i g n i f i c a n t  advantage .  The a n a ly s i s  

r e s t r i c t e d  to  t h e  hands as d e a l t  and did  no t  apply " p o s i t i o n  s t r a t e g i e s "  

t o  d e a l e r ' s  a d v e r s a r i e s .

Example o f  n o t a t i n g  a randomly d e a l t  hand:

s = spades  h = h e a r t s  d = diamonds c = c lubs

PLAYER Card #1 Card #2 Card #3 Card #4 Card #5

I As Kh 3h Jh 8s

I I 9h 9c 8d 3c 5s

I I I Ks Jc 8h 6h 2c

IV Qh 10s lOh 2h 4s

V Ah Kc Jd 9s 5d

VI Ac Qd lOd 7h 7c

VII Bug Qs Qc Js 6c

G A M E S:

PLAYER High Draw Lowbal1 Stud

I A K J 8 3 A K 2 draw A K

II 9 9 8 5 3 Pr 9 1 o r  2 draw Nines Wired

I I I K J 8 6 2 - - 2 draw

IV Q 10 104 2 Pr 10 Fold

V A K J 9 5 A K Fold A K

VI A Q 107 7 Pr  7 Fold

VII Bug Q Q J 6 Bug, Pr Q Gamble 3 
a wheel

to
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During th e  in t e r v i e w s ,  I asked p la y e r s  to  s e a t  opponents (and I 

asked f o r  opponents '  names) in  t a b l e  p o s i t i o n s .  I asked th e  informant 

to  t e l l  me th e  s t r a t e g i e s  f o r  h im se l f  and opponents f o r  a s p e c i f i c  hand.

As mentioned b e fo re ,  most informants  were r e l u c t a n t  to  do so.  Only one 

coopera ted  t o  the  e x t e n t  t h a t  he p laced  a l l  t i g h t  p la y e r s  in f r o n t  of  

h im se l f  and one o t h e r  loose  p l a y e r .  I d id  have an o p p o r tu n i ty  to  check 

p l a y e r  and informant  s t y l e s  o f  poker  s t r a t e g y .  The game s im u la t ion  was 

he lp fu l  in  th e  sense  t h a t  i t  c l a r i f i e d  th in g s  I had observed or  heard in 

th e  f i e l d .  However, game s im u la t io n  w i th in  a t r a d i t i o n a l  game t h e o r i s t ' s  

model o f  e x p e c t a t i o n s  and maximizing p o t e n t i a l s  would be very u n f r u i t f u l ,  

even u n r e l i a b l e .  There a r e  so many d i f f e r e n t  f a c t o r s  which occur during 

I n t e r a c t i o n  o f  gaming e n c o u n te r s ,  t h a t  informants  could no t  keep t r a c k  

o f  a l l  th e  f a c t o r s  i n f lu e n c in g  s t r a t e g i e s :  For example:

1) T igh t  versus  Loose P layers  a g a i n s t  code-sw i tchers  

and p o s i t i o n  p l a y e r s

2) Drinkers  ve rsus  non -d r in k e r s

3) Q u a l i ty  o f  p l a y e r s  in  th e  a c t i o n

4) Knowledge o f  th e  game and your  opponents

5) Amounts o f  money flowing from th e  house c o n t r o l l e r s  

These v a r i a b l e s  can change w i th  th e  e n t ra n ce  o f  one p la y e r  t o  an e s t a b 

l i s h e d  game. I t  would be most d i f f i c u l t  to  check maximizat ion,  e s p e c i a l l y  

when house people  a re  c o n t r o l l i n g  th e  flow of  money and f o ld in g  good hands 

t o  g ive  a sucke r  "a b reak ."
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