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Gambling Alert - October 19, 2022

What We’ve Lost Playing the Lottery
The games are a bonanza for the companies that states hire At my
local convenience store, and almost surely at yours, too, it is possible
to buy upward of fifty different kinds of scratch-off lottery tickets.
To do so, you must be at least eighteen years old, even though the
tickets look like the décor for a kindergarten classroom. The
dominant themes are primary colors, dollar signs, and shiny, as in
gold bars, shooting stars, glinting horseshoes, and stacks of silver
coins. When you are looking at a solid wall of them, they also
resemble—based on the palette, font choices, and general flashy
hecticness—the mid-nineties Internet. Some of them are named for
other games, such as the Monopoly X5, the Double Blackjack, and
the Family Feud, but most are straightforward about the point of
buying them: Show Me $10,000!, $100,000 Lucky, Money
Explosion, Cash Is King, Blazing Hot Cash, Big Cash Riches. If
your taste runs toward Fast Ca$h or Red Ball Cash Doubler, you can
buy one for just a buck; if you prefer VIP Club or $2,000,000 Gold
Rush, a single ticket will set you back thirty dollars. All this is
before you get to the Pick 3, Pick 4, Powerball, and Mega Millions
tickets, which are comparatively staid in appearance—they look like
Scantron sheets—and are printed out at the time of purchase.
The strangest of the many strange things about these tickets is that,
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unlike other convenience-store staples—Utz potato chips,
Entenmann’s cinnamon-swirl buns, $1.98 bottles of wine—they are
brought to you by your state government. Only Alabama, Alaska,
Hawaii, Nevada, and Utah are not in the business of selling lottery
tickets. Everywhere else, Blazing Hot Cash and its ilk are, like state
parks and driver’s licenses, a government service.

How this came to be is the subject of an excellent new book, “For a
Dollar and a Dream: State Lotteries in Modern America,” by the
historian Jonathan D. Cohen. At the heart of Cohen’s book is a
peculiar contradiction: on the one hand, the lottery is vastly less
profitable than its proponents make it out to be, a deception that has
come at the expense of public coffers and public services. On the
other hand, it is so popular that it is both extremely lucrative for the
private companies that make and sell tickets and financially
crippling for its most dedicated players. One in two American adults
buys a lottery ticket at least once a year, one in four buys one at
least once a month, and the most avid players buy them at rates that
might shock you. At my local store, some customers snap up entire
rolls—at a minimum, three hundred dollars’ worth of tickets—and
others show up in the morning, play until they win something, then
come back in the evening and do it again. All of this, repeated every
day at grocery stores and liquor stores and mini-marts across the
country, renders the lottery a ninety-one-billion-dollar business.
“Americans spend more on lottery tickets every year than on
cigarettes, coffee, or smartphones,” Cohen writes, “and they spend
more on lottery tickets annually than on video streaming services,
concert tickets, books, and movie tickets combined.”

As those two sets of comparisons suggest, lottery tickets can seem
like either a benign form of entertainment or a dangerous addiction.
The question that lurks within “For a Dollar and a Dream” is which
category they really belong to—and, accordingly, whether
governments charged with promoting the general welfare should be
in the business of producing them, publicizing them, and profiting
from them.

Lotteries are an ancient pastime. They were common in the Roman
Empire—Nero was a fan of them; make of that what you will—and
are attested to throughout the Bible, where the casting of lots is used
for everything from selecting the next king of Israel to choosing who
will get to keep Jesus’ garments after the Crucifixion. In many of



these early instances, they were deployed either as a kind of party
game—during Roman Saturnalias, tickets were distributed free to
guests, some of whom won extravagant prizes—or as a means of
divining God’s will. Often, though, lotteries were organized to raise
money for public works. The earliest known version of keno dates to
the Han dynasty and is said to have helped pay for the Great Wall of
China. Two centuries later, Caesar Augustus started a lottery to
subsidize repairs for the city of Rome.

By the fourteen-hundreds, the practice was common in the Low
Countries, which relied on lotteries to build town fortifications and,
later, to provide charity for the poor. Soon enough, the trend made
its way to England, where, in 1567, Queen Elizabeth I chartered the
nation’s first lottery, designating its profits for “reparation of the
Havens and strength of the Realme.” Tickets cost ten shillings, a
hefty sum back then, and, in addition to the potential prize value,
each one served as a get-out-of-jail-free card, literally; every lottery
participant was entitled to immunity from arrest, except for certain
felonies such as piracy, murder, and treason.

to administer them. But what about the rest of us?

The lottery did not so much spread to America from England as help
spread England into America: the European settlement of the
continent was financed partially through lotteries. They then became
common in the colonies themselves, despite strong Protestant
proscriptions against gambling. In the Massachusetts Bay Colony,
which held its first authorized lottery in 1745, dice and playing cards
were forbidden even in private homes.

That contradiction can be explained in part by exigency; whatever its
moral bent, early America was short on revenue and long on the
need for public works. Over time, it also became, as Cohen notes,
“defined politically by its aversion to taxation.” That made the
lottery an appealing alternative for raising money, which was used
for funding everything from civil defense to the construction of
churches. Harvard, Yale, and Princeton were all financed partly by
lotteries, and the Continental Congress attempted to use one to help
pay for the Revolutionary War. (Lotteries formed a rare point of
agreement between Thomas Jefferson, who regarded them as not
much riskier than farming, and Alexander Hamilton, who grasped
what would turn out to be their essence: that everyone “would prefer
a small chance of winning a great deal to a great chance of winning



little.”) And, like almost everything else in early America, lotteries
were tangled up with the slave trade, sometimes in unpredictable
ways. George Washington once managed a Virginia-based lottery
whose prizes included human beings, and one formerly enslaved
man, Denmark Vesey, purchased his freedom after winning a South
Carolina lottery and went on to foment a slave rebellion.
This initial era of the American lottery was brought to an end by
widespread concern about mismanagement and malfeasance.
Between 1833 and 1880, every state but one banned the practice,
leaving only the infamously corrupt Louisiana State Lottery
Company in operation. Despite its name, the L.S.L.C. effectively
operated across the country, sending advertisements and selling
tickets by mail. So powerful was it that, as Cohen explains, it took
the federal government to kill it off; in 1890, Congress passed a law
prohibiting the interstate promotion or sale of lottery tickets, thereby
devastating the Louisiana game and, for the time being, putting a
stop to state lotteries in America.

Predictably, in the absence of legal lotteries, illegal ones flourished
—above all, numbers games, which awarded daily prizes for
correctly guessing a three-digit number. To avoid allegations that
the game was fixed, each day’s winning number was based on a
publicly available but constantly changing source, such as the
amount of money traded on the New York Stock Exchange.
Numbers games were enormously popular everywhere—in 1964,
they raked in two hundred million dollars, about two billion in
today’s money, in New York City alone—but especially so in Black
communities, where they provided a much needed source of income.
This was true mostly for their organizers and runners, whose ranks
included Ella Fitzgerald and Malcolm X, but occasionally also for
players who lucked into a windfall, such as Luther Theophilus
Powell, who won ten thousand dollars on a twenty-five dollar bet in
the nineteen-fifties and used it to buy a house in Queens for his
wife, daughter, and young son, Colin Powell. Read
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