
 

Anuac
Rivista della Società italiana di antropologia culturale 

14 (1) | 2025
Anuac Vol 14 No 1 (2025)

Slot machine venues and their boundaries. The
growth of gambling in Italy, from an
anthropological-semiotic perspective
Filippo Lenzi Grillini, Tarcisio Lancioni and Valentina Molinari

Electronic version
URL: https://journals.openedition.org/anuac/1572
DOI: 10.4000/14513 
ISSN: 2239-625X

Publisher
Società italiana di antropologia culturale

Printed version
Number of pages: 106-134
 

Electronic reference
Filippo Lenzi Grillini, Tarcisio Lancioni and Valentina Molinari, “Slot machine venues and their
boundaries. The growth of gambling in Italy, from an anthropological-semiotic perspective”, Anuac
[Online], 14 (1) | 2025, Online since 20 June 2025, connection on 25 June 2025. URL: http://
journals.openedition.org/anuac/1572 ; DOI: https://doi.org/10.4000/14513 

The text only may be used under licence CC BY 4.0. All other elements (illustrations, imported files) are
“All rights reserved”, unless otherwise stated.

https://journals.openedition.org
https://journals.openedition.org
https://journals.openedition.org/anuac/1572
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Slot machine venues and their boundaries
The growth of gambling in Italy, from an anthropological-semiotic 
perspective

Filippo Lenzi GriLLini 
University of Siena

Tarcisio Lancioni 
University of Siena

Valentina MoLinari

University of Siena

AbstrAct: The growth of the gambling market in Italy represents a unique case in Europe, 
and has also led to the emergence of forms of addiction. The progressive legalization of 
a long list of gambling products, recently introduced or previously allowed only in four 
Italian casinos, has generated an “invasion” of gambling in Italian cities. Moreover, in 
the context of a globalized economy increasingly influenced by neoliberal doctrines and 
hegemonized by financial processes, targeted marketing strategies have contributed to 
the normalization of a practice that has historically been the object of social stigmatiza-
tion. Through an anthropological-semiotic interdisciplinary approach, we have analyzed 
the erosion of the physical, temporal and moral boundaries within which gambling was 
relegated, focusing on the role of the spatial configurations of the slot machine venues in 
inducing intensive gambling. The organization of space impacts the gaming experience 
and is, in turn, shaped by the expectations of gamblers. The latter, after an initial encoun-
ter with easily accessible machines that were once constrained by boundaries, seek to 
create new barriers that allow them to immerse themselves in the game and shield them-
selves from the gaze of others. Because if gambling is becoming more socially accepted, 
the same does not count for the gambler who plays “too” eagerly.
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The growth of gambling in Italy: a theoretical-methodological 

interdisciplinary approach1

Italy is a striking case of growth in the gambling market and has become 
in a few years one of Europe’s leaders in this sector. In the period 2009-2021, 
the amount gambled in Italy has more than doubled, from 54 to 111 billion 
euros, according to the data collected by ADM-Italian Customs and Monopo-
lies Agency. This growth has been accompanied by an increase in the number 
of people developing a form of addiction, recognized since 1980 by the Amer-
ican Psychiatric Association’s DSM-III (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual), 
which is now referred to as “gambling disorder”2. To disentangle the multiple 
processes that have led to the growth of this phenomenon, we have carried 
out anthropological research in Tuscany, combining in-depth interviews with 
gamblers who feel trapped in a form of addiction and ethnographic observa-
tion in gambling equipment fairs and, above all, in gambling halls with slot 
machines (AWPs and VLTs)3. This was motivated by the fact that machine 
gambling represents the majority of the market: in 2019, as reported by ADM, 
62% of total revenues from “physical” gambling came through these machines.

Of the 113 gambling places visited during our research, floor plans were 
drawn, and between 2014 and 2021, 123 gamblers (97 men and 26 women) 
and 24 of their family members, were interviewed. We recruited our research 
participants through SERD-Italian National Health System public service 
for addiction, Gamblers Anonymous groups, and rehabilitation communi-
ties, with which we established contact in the initial phases of this research 
process4. Our anthropological-semiotic analysis emerged from a wealth of 

1. Special thanks go to Giulia Nistri, for her valuable contribution from the beginning of 
the research, and to Francesco Bogani and Giovanna Marrazzo for their collaboration at 
specific stages of this inquiry. Our gratitude goes also to the reviewers whose suggestions 
helped to improve the article.

2. In 2018 the Italian National Institute of Health estimated 1.5 million problematic gamblers.
3. The name and address of all these businesses, as well as the names of the interviewees, 

were kept secret to safeguard their anonymity; the names mentioned in this article are 
invented. Personal data relating to age, profession or particular health conditions are also 
not related to real names.

4. The proportion between women and men must not be interpreted from a statistical per-
spective, since it does not necessarily reflect the percentage of men and women addicted 
to gambling in Tuscany, but on the contrary can be interpreted as greater difficulty for 
women in accessing services or less willingness to make themselves available for inter-
views. In fact, the interviewees voluntarily offered to participate, signed an informed 
consent authorizing processing of data for the research, and were interviewed in SERD lo-
cations, public places (cafes and parks) or in their homes. The recordings of the interviews 
were analyzed through Atlas.Ti: a qualitative data analysis software.

http://Atlas.Ti:
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ethnographic data, collected through participant observation of gambling 
practices, interviews and floor plans. In particular we focused on cafes, tobac-
co shops and arcades patronized by the people interviewed. 

Our research sought to understand the role of the gambling venues in en-
ticing gamblers to play more frequently. As we listened to the experiences 
of those individuals who “inhabited” these spaces so intensely to develop a 
gambling addiction, we gained a privileged perspective to analyze to what ex-
tent public policies, which have enabled such marketing strategies, could be 
considered ethically compatible with the State’s preoccupations concerning 
gambling disorder. 

International socio-anthropological literature has identified the great po-
tential for studying the slot machine phenomenon in ethnographic research 
conducted, for example, in North European (Lalander 2006) and North American 
(Dow Schüll 2012) spheres. Instead we focused on the specific characteristics 
of gambling places in Italy examining the experience of “problematic” gam-
blers. Attention to gambling places is crucial, because, as Nicoll (2019: 79) 
writes, they are not only in continuous transformation due to the changing 
local political-economic context and laws regulating gambling, but also be-
cause they play a powerful transformative role in the gamblers’ experience. 
Considering that today gambling can be interpreted as a form of consumption 
of aleatory risk (Young 2010) and as entertainment within a leisure industry, 
we align our approach with that of Cassidy, Pisac and Loussouarn (2013: 3-4) 
who maintain that the production and consumption of gambling are part of 
the same commercial process, which is market-driven but designed according 
to local and regional preferences: “ideas about gambling are formed by and 
embedded within wider social and historical contexts”. While delving into the 
Italian case, we engaged with the concept of boundaries in order to analyze 
gambling as a complex, expansive phenomenon (Raento, Schwartz 2011). We 
thus focus on boundaries inside places that host slot machines, identifying 
relations and contradictions between these inner boundaries and those ex-
ternal to gambling (which circumscribe the spheres in which it is permitted). 
The latter influence and are, at the same time, influenced by moral catego-
ries which, as far as gambling is concerned, are historically negotiable (Raento 
2011a; Steinmüller 2011). While a wealth of theoretical frameworks can be 
mobilized to analyze gambling as a social fact, we engage more closely with 
approaches developed by Castellani (2000), Reith (2007) and Cosgrave (2010) 
which are influenced by governmentality studies (Dean 1999; Rose 1999). These 
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studies, inspired by a Foucauldian perspective, examine governmentality as a 
form of control that, according to Reith:

is carried out through the shaping of particular kinds of subjectivity – the 
inculcation of norms and values – rather than the more overt enforcement of 
rules and discipline and that is part of the trend toward the reduction of external 
regulation and increased emphasis on individual self-control in everyday life. 
(2007: 47-48)

Such approaches are particularly useful to analyze the role and meaning 
attributed respectively to the gambling market and the “pathological” gam-
blers, especially today in neoliberal societies characterized by the centrality 
of consumption and a progressive financialization of capitalism. We believe 
these interpretations can capture the complexities of the contemporary world 
of gambling, predominantly based on mass electronic games, comparing them 
at the same time, with classic studies like Goffman’s (1963, 1967) dealing with 
both the processes of stigmatization and social values attributed to gambling. 
According to the Canadian sociologist gambling represents a sort of “prototype 
of action” bearing all the characteristics of all those “activities that are con-
sequential, problematic, and undertaken for what is felt to be their own sake” 
(Goffman 1967: 185): a type of action so fateful that whoever decides to un-
dertake it, conscious of the risks, gambles his or her own character (ibid.: 237).

Consistent with Raento’s suggestions (2011b: 76-77) that “gambling 
scholars would benefit from anthropological insights (fruit of ‘land-based’ 
ethnographic research) in developing their approaches”, and that “a closer 
look at gambling can also expand anthropology’s interdisciplinary horizons”, 
our research is based on the dialogue between two disciplines. This is not 
a mere style exercise of interdisciplinarity; rather, in planning a study on a 
markedly multidimensional phenomenon, it proved particularly useful to in-
tegrate the anthropological approach with an ethno-semiotic one (Marsciani 
2007; Lancioni, Marsciani 2007).

Mobilizing methods and analytical perspectives of semiotics, we examine 
the signifying value of spatial configurations (networks of internal relations) 
of the various places where gambling is commercialized. These play a determi-
nant role in how the practice is approached. The signifying values of gambling 
places are reconstructed from two integrated perspectives, corresponding to 
two different methods of data gathering: “reported practices” and “implement-
ed practices”. We hold the former as configurations of events that emerge from 
interviews, and entail a reconstruction of “facts” from the interviewee’s point 
of view. However, external factors are likely to influence the interviewee’s nar-
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rative: the presence of the interviewer, issues of self-representation and the 
“normalization” processes induced by conformity to “common sense” (Greimas 
1970) with its forms of moralization of action. By “implemented practices” we 
mean the configuration of events recorded during ethnographic observation of 
behavior in given situations5. Stories collected through this second type of re-
construction are not only structurally different from those gathered through 
interviews, but can also reveal the spatial constraints of gambling places (Lan-
cioni 2015). This aspect is unlikely to emerge from interviews. These are not, 
however, “truer” stories intended as “factual truth” and opposed to the subjec-
tive mystifications of self-reporting; instead, there are two “scenes” both real, 
albeit not coinciding. A semiotic approach allows us to reflect on the differ-
ent ways of constructing the scene of gambling. Comparing the two “scenes” 
is particularly interesting in the case of addictive behaviors, as interviewees’ 
stories can be strongly influenced by past social stigmatization, or by their 
own re-elaborations that may emerge during the rehabilitation process.

The progressive breakdown of boundaries circumscribing gambling

To analyze the processes that led to the rapid growth of the Italian gam-
bling market, we looked at national political-economic decisions that played 
a crucial role from a diachronic perspective. From the end of the 19th centu-
ry, gambling in Italy was confined to the sphere of public order and safety, 
considered a practice to control and limit, with few exceptions (Fiasco 2010). 
That approach was maintained until the 1990s, when the Amato and Ciampi 
governments faced the emergency of the need to save the country from pos-
sible bankruptcy and identified gambling as a means of generating new state 
revenues. For example, in 1994 instant scratch-off lotteries were introduced 
to pull in resources for social buffers necessary to deal with the employment 
crisis. Between 1997 and 2011, governments of any political orientation pro-
gressively legalized numerous new games: twice-weekly lotto, betting rooms, 
SuperEnalotto, Bingo, new betting corners/points, a third weekly lotto, Big 
Match, slot machines, sms gambling, digital cable and online gambling tour-
naments, new “scratch-off” games, numeric national totalization games-Win 
for Life, video lotteries-VLTs, remote Bingo and an additional “SuperEnalot-
to.” Technology has played a crucial role: the development of VLTs, offering 
more engaging experiences, the spread of online gambling on computers and 
smartphones, and the launch of products like virtual betting, allowing people 

5. We could also use the term “behaved behaviors” coined by Schechner (2006).
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to bet on virtual sports events throughout the day, thus avoiding long waits 
between the moment of betting and the event itself. The rhetoric used by the 
Italian policymakers to justify this considerable expansion of the gambling 
market essentially referred to a couple of official rationales. The first was a 
strategy to increase revenues for the state, particularly in times of emergency. 
In 2009 legalization of VLTs was justified by the need to reconstruct the earth-
quake-devastated city of L’Aquila. 

The second justification played on the attempt to bring under the state’s 
control the illegal and clandestine world of gambling and betting. However, 
this latter argument can be easily refuted: illegal gambling was present in 
Italy but was limited to just a few games (video poker, betting systems and 
clandestine gambling houses), while games like instant scratch-off lotteries 
or VLTs – slot machines offering higher-risk games and potential winnings – 
were introduced into the market for the first time, significantly increasing the 
volume of gambling in Italy, and the consequent risk of addiction. Moreover, 
some recent research has shown that just by legalizing gambling products does 
not mean per se the exclusion of the mafia’s involvement in the market, if, at 
the same time, there is not a reorganization of the whole process of regulation 
of the sector including online gambling (Sciarrone, Esposito, Picarella 2023).

Legal gambling thus breached the physical borders that had been previously 
limited to the four Italian casinos (Sanremo, Venice, Saint-Vincent, Campio-
ne d’Italia), three of which in border regions in northern Italy (Campione is 
actually in an Italian enclave in Swiss territory). This fitted within a global 
framework in which, historically, numerous national laws allowed casinos only 
in border zones that drew tourists from niehgboring countries where gambling 
was prohibited, and more generally stimulated “movement between these 
spaces, which are characterized by different economic activities, political at-
mospheres, moral conduct and cultural realms” (Raento, Schwartz 2011: 6)6.

In Italy, the gambling process of breaking away from these physical confines 
did not concern all casino games but involved slot machines, which have ef-
fectively become common and easy to find in cafés, tobacco shops and arcades 
in all Italian cities (Croce 2005; Di Chio 2017). This unexpected propagation 
was not intended for purposes of tourism, as had been the case with the birth 

6. Regarding “border zone” gambling, see also the research focused on: the Åland Islands 
(Raento 2011a), the casinos of Wendover, on the border between the states of Utah and 
Nevada (Jackson, Hudman 1987), the nearly identical case of the casinos of Nova Gorica, 
the Slovenian part of the city of Gorizia divided by the Italian-Slovenian border (Pisak 
2013).
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of the casinos aimed at emphasizing the exclusivity of their locales, but quite 
the opposite. The process we have observed in recent years occurred through 
a re-semanticization of gambling as a social phenomenon and a commercial 
product that took two parallel paths towards popularization and normaliza-
tion. As for the former, in recent years Italy has seen gambling become a mass 
phenomenon present in every neighborhood. Gambling became also uni-
versally accessible, removing socio-economic thresholds like those found in 
casinos (which, for example, prescribe elegant dress codes).

In parallel, there has been a normalization of gambling, part of a global 
process in which, as Reith notes, an activity once morally stigmatized has pro-
gressively become an accepted practice of consumption like so many others. 
This was facilitated by a number of factors in most Western countries, where 
gambling had originally been stigmatized because of “blind democracy of 
chance in gambling (that) divorced reward from effort or merit, undermining 
the ideology of meritocracy” (Reith 2007: 34). Western industrial societies tra-
ditionally held labour as the only socially acceptable way to earn money and 
therefore gambling as a relatively easy mode of money-making was seen as 
morally reproachable and unacceptable. As Keynesian economic approaches to 
market regulation were abandoned, neo-liberal policies led to a proliferation 
of the gambling market. At the same time, the ethic of labor and production 
was being replaced by the promotion of an ethic of consumption (Comaroff, 
Comaroff 2000: 295). From the standpoint of neo-liberal doctrine, limiting the 
supply of gambling would mean limiting free enterprise in consumer society, 
as well as the possibility for citizens to consume risk or “safe risk”, to cite the 
apparent oxymoron used by Gephart (2001) in his study focusing on Las Vegas, 
to describe that kind of risk which is fundamental for the entertainment in-
dustry. In this case we are not referring to generalized threatening global risks 
(progressive depletion of natural resources, pollution, pandemics etc.) which, 
according to Beck (1992), would characterize late modernity, but to individual 
differentiated risks (Young 2010). While the former are interpreted as external 
dangers, the latter, like those concerning the gambling market, are promoted 
as desirable subjective experiences of consumption resulting from individual 
decisions and therefore harbingers of seductive opportunities (Luhmann 1996).

We might also add that the consumption of “risk products” has met with 
ever-decreasing ethical and political resistance since the 1970s, as the progres-
sive global financialization of capitalism has tended to undermine the earlier, 
industrial-production-based model (Epstein 2005), legitimizing, at the macro-



sLot Machine venues and their boundaries 113

2025 | anuac. voL. 14, n° 1, GiuGno 2025: 106-134

economic level, dynamics, languages and ideologies that had originated in the 
sphere of gambling and bringing them into that of finance (Appadurai 2016). 
Also at the microeconomic level, the increasing financialization of everyday 
life (Martin 2002) has made available financial products no longer solely for 
the elite, but for everyone who can perform financial operations through online 
banking or digital banking applications on smartphones, made possible, sim-
ilarly to gambling, by new communication technologies (Lenzi Grillini 2022). 
As Cassidy Pisac and Loussouarn (2013: 1) maintain: “to continue to separate 
gambling from other encounters between risk, play and money is an obstacle to 
the design of productive and critical research questions”. Yet, even a scholar like 
Nicoll (2019: 24), who introduced the term “finopower” to highlight the inter-
section between work, finance, and play that serves neoliberal governmentality, 
acknowledges that distinctions between the worlds of finance and gambling re-
main. As Cassidy (2009: 13) points out, it would be wrong to fully equate these 
two, labeling international finance as “casino capitalism” (Strange 1986). In-
deed, among other differences, she flags up that, unlike the financial markets 
characterized by much greater uncertainty, the legal gambling sector has min-
imum winning thresholds determined by law for each of the diversified games 
put on the market (in Italy, for AWP slot machines, 65% of the total sum of bets). 

The specificities of these two markets notwithstanding, some scholars agree 
they have one trait in common: the divergence between the social interpre-
tation attributed, on one hand, to the underlying logic of the two markets in 
general and, on the other, to the individuals involved in them. Núñez (2017), for 
example, analyzes the life story of a Catalan female financial trader diagnosed 
with a gambling disorder and shows how financial markets enter our every-
day lives through regulatory regimes that label the same speculative practices 
very differently if they are undertaken by individuals or by banks. What he 
calls the “clinical economy of speculation” offers a perspective that leads to 
the pathologizing of individuals, labeled as anti-social, but not of banks. A 
similar process has happened with mass gambling: as Cosgrave (2010: 127) 
maintains, with the legalization of new gambling products came “the produc-
tion of knowledge and discursive representations of gambling problems” as 
substantially circumscribed to individual disorders of individual gamblers.

Simultaneously, a progressive normalization of gambling as a practice was 
enacted through local and international communication strategies based on 
the re-styling and redefinition of the sector, from “gambling industry” to the 
more reassuring “gaming industry” (Castellani 2000: 127). In Italy, companies 
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in the sector also carried out “social responsibility” campaigns focused on spon-
sorships and charitable activities for medical, social and cultural projects in the 
non-profit sector, strategies that were a veiled attempt to acquire symbolic rep-
utational capital in terms of a “culture of responsibility” (Pedroni 2014: 85). 
These efforts were flanked also by marketing campaigns increasingly target-
ed to specific individual desires: e.g. instant lotteries like “Turista per sempre” 
[Tourist forever] which offers €6,000 a month for twenty years, or “Vincicasa” 
[Win-a-house], a numbers-drawing game where the prize is a house worth 
€300,000, a seductive “solution” for people lacking the financial means to buy 
one. At the same time massive marketing campaigns were promoted through 
mass diffusion of gambling advertisements during much-watched television 
programs (like sports events) and the sale of scratch-off games at the cash reg-
ister at gas stations and rest stops along highways.

Another interesting aspect related to the normalization and the widespread 
diffusion of gambling practices is the fact that in recent years, as pointed out 
by gamblers interviewed, even non-gambling commercial products have been 
marketed using language that refers directly to that world (like, for example, 
laundry detergent ads with washing machines depicted as slot machines).

In such a context of normalization, the temporal boundaries within which 
gambling had been circumscribed were also progressively swept aside (Croce 
2005). A poignant example of this is the increase in frequency, from the 
thrice-weekly drawings of Italy’s old “Lotto” game to a drawing every five 
minutes for the new “10elotto”, as well as “Win for life”, a totalizer numeric 
game that began with hourly drawings in 2010 and has had drawings every five 
minutes since 2012.

The growth of the gambling market, which made Italy a European leader in 
this sector, with the consequent increase in numbers of players who developed 
forms of addiction, is therefore the result of the progressive erosion of terri-
torial, moral and temporal boundaries within which gambling had previously 
been confined.

In the next section we explore the effects of this breakdown of boundaries 
on the physical places where gambling is practiced.

Gambling places from a semio-anthropological perspective

By triangulating the data obtained from interviews with gamblers, observa-
tions in gambling venues and literature focused on the study of the phenomenon, 
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we delineated the role of the organization of the space dedicated to slot ma-
chines in processes that contribute to inducing more assiduous gambling.

The experiences reconstructed and narrated by gamblers revealed that 
adrenaline rushes characterized their initial approach to gambling, but were 
not what “kept them attached to the machines”7. Instead, the predominant 
sensations they felt while gambling were described as “anesthetization”, “be-
ing in a cocooned world”, “being able to not think about anything”, “isolating 
oneself from the world”.

The feeling I had when I was gambling was like being in a bubble, as I called 
it: like a womb, far away from everyone and everything, like sitting in a big 
feather-stuffed armchair, where life’s problems couldn’t touch you, they just 
bounced off, and you isolated yourself. At a certain point it’s synonymous 
with solitude and wanting to be alone. When you are having tough times 
at work, the idea of going back to that “addict’s” bubble can resurface. It’s 
alienating. (Marino, 44, factory worker)

The feelings of isolation and anesthetization reported by most of the in-
terviewees diverge from Goffman’s famous interpretation of gambling as a 
“prototype of action” (1967: 186), based on his first-hand experience as a card 
dealer in Las Vegas. It’s likely that the “normalized” mass electronic gambling 
games entail less that kind of action described by Goffman (Cosgrave 2008). On 
the contrary the interpretation made by Dow Schüll (2012), who also carried out 
her research in Las Vegas, but 30 years later, can be considered more convincing. 
She theorizes the concept of the “machine zone”: a “zone” that, for slot machine 
players among whom she conducted her ethnographic study, was a sort of trance 
state that distanced them from the world and its preoccupations. Following the 
initial adrenaline bursts that gambling could offer, gamblers would enter in this 
tension free zone, contributing to generate seemingly contradictory experienc-
es, in the pursuit of a sort of “anesthetizing risk” (Lenzi Grillini 2022).

Most of the gambling places observed during our research seem to be ar-
ranged in such a way as to induce these sensations: they are presented as little 
self-enclosed worlds, at the center of which is the slot machine with its lights, 
against a background of dark walls that do not overpower the visual “signs” 
coming from the machine8.

7. Words spoken by a slot machine game designer met at a gambling equipment fair, who 
asserted that all game producers look for the most effective strategy to achieve this at-
tachment.

8. Due to lack of space and to remain faithful to our aim of focusing attention on the organi-
zation of gambling places, we can’t delve into the interesting theme of game mechanisms 
(see Dow Schüll 2012).
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What drew me to those places was the lights, and also this dark component 
– the darkness plus the lights of the games. They’re definitely a problem – 
now I couldn’t tell you how they work on your mind, but at the psychological 
level they’re a problem because they make you stay there. (Flavio, 35, sales 
representative)

The same logic applies to sounds; they must not overpower the melodies 
from the game, which help to establish a sort of “communication” with the slot 
machine. Noises and sounds of which the player cannot perceive the source 
can increase tension and tiredness.

When you got to the bonus area there was more excitement. Then, I don’t 
know… I have an excellent memory – it’s a huge defect, I remember everything. 
I remember the little tunes – …and they gave me a sense of satisfaction even 
if I was only playing a little money. There were the bonuses, there was this 
little tune, and I like that stuff. (Emilio, 49, private sector worker)

The gambling space was thus ideally centered around a single focal point 
– the slot machine – and delimited by material or symbolic boundaries – real 
structural features or constructed by means of sensorial differentiation. What 
Huizinga (1951) called the magic circle of play is delimited by a kind of frame, 
as Marin (1993) described it, which has the complementary functions of delim-
iting, excluding the external, and focusing: outside the circle, there is nothing 
relevant. In this case, the frame establishes boundaries between what pertains 
to the sphere of play and what pertains to the “real world”, functioning as a 
caesura between two different forms of reality: that of the game, and that of 
the outside world. Here appears the complex figure of the “spectator”, a bor-
derline figure between two worlds who assumes the ambiguous status of an 
“intruder” and would be more or less excluded or accepted depending on the 
specific values the players invest in the practice of gambling and the players’ 
degree of “immersion/dedication” and “intimacy” in their relationship with 
the machine.

In gambling spaces, the gambler can become immersed in a sort of circular 
temporality in which actions are continuously repeated. Time is marked off by 
the speed with which buttons are pushed, creating a sensation of relaxation in 
the player9. Thus, as we have observed, there are often no clocks on the walls, 
nor windows that would allow the player to perceive the passing of time as 
day turns to dusk; this facilitates “losing oneself” in the game, by limiting the 
awareness of how much time one has spent at the slot machine.

9. From interviews reported by Dow Schüll (2012: 54): “the speed is relaxing, it’s not exactly 
excitement, it’s calm like a tranquillizer…”
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According to the narrative perspective of generative semiotics, these “ideal” 
characteristics of the gambling space not only define a simple, optimal situa-
tion for the practice, but also assume specific functions, like drawing the player 
in (by focusing all attention on the machine) and then keeping him inside this 
space, reiterating its distinctive and differential nature, to the point of effective-
ly creating an “other” world. This ideal characterization of spaces that empha-
size the discontinuity between the gambling space and the outside world and 
the exclusivity of the interaction between gambler and machine, seems to fulfill 
a unitary and exclusive conception of gambling as a habitual game marked a 
strong accentuation of interaction as adjustment (Landowski 2005), an immer-
sive “hold” in which player and machine tend to become a single thing.

Places with dark floors and walls and small downlights as the sole source 
of light generally hosted larger numbers of gamblers, who usually gravitated 
toward one or two machines. For instance, during a several-hour-long session 
of participant observation in a slot machine room with gray floors, red walls 
and no light source except that emanating from the machines themselves, we 
observed two gamblers shifting from one machine to another. One of the two 
concentrated on just two machines and, as soon as he noticed any movement 
on the part of the other gambler, immediately jumped towards his second 
“chosen” machine, almost as if to protect something that was his.

Other gambling spaces observed, however, seemed to adapt better to 
less-immersive forms of gambling, and involved individuals that we describe 
as “transitory gamblers”: people who played at machines that were complete-
ly exposed to the gaze of others in brightly lit, noisy places.

To depict the types of space modulation and their characteristic threshold 
effects, concerning the semantic category “exposed vs protected”, we outlined 
four possible types of venues which seem to effectively describe the degrees of 
accessibility of gambling spaces observed during our research.

EXPOSED PLACE: places that are brightly lit with gambling machines in 
the midst of an everyday context of consumption of other products: there is 
no creation of an ideal gambling place. The walls tend to be light-colored, 
heightening both natural and artificial light while softening the brightness of 
the gambling machines. Moreover, the sounds of conversations, interactions 
between staff and customers, dining, and street noise impede the creation of 
an acoustically autonomous environment. The “separateness” of the gambling 
space is generally only symbolically marked by the presence of the machine it-
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self, without any particular value being assigned to it. The interaction between 
the gambler and the machine is entirely exposed to the gaze of the other, who 
is not considered a “threshold” figure, because the gambling activity, in this 
kind of space, is stripped of any “otherness” effect.

The exposed place is the complete opposite of immersive gambling, but it 
is appropriate for occasional or transitory ways of gambling: gamblers, rather 
than constructing a palpable bond with the slot machine as in a regime of ad-
justment, remain fully separate from the machine. Our observations indicated 
that gamblers are not prone to spending long periods of time at these slot 
machines, partly because they are in a shared space that offers both gambling 
and other products, and because they tend to actively interact with other cus-
tomers involved in different activities as well. In this context gambling is only 
one possibility among others, with no hierarchy of value. However, the public 
nature of the game and its continuity with other consumption practices may 
also be considered a stimulus to gamble, instilling in customers a desire to try 
their luck with something that is readily available to all, with nothing to hide.

FiG. 1: Exposed place.

PROTECTED PLACE: the gambling area is separated from the rest of the ven-
ue, materially, with doors that regulate its physical accessibility; sensorially 
(the gambling space is neither visible nor audible from the outside), excluding 
non-gamblers; and symbolically, through visual and acoustic characteristics 
that mark its difference from the other spaces. Visually, the gambling area 
appears consistently darkened, sometimes with the use of light-blocking cur-
tains, and thus darker than the area for selling other products, which is bright 
with natural light. In the gambling area, natural light is replaced by artificial 
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lighting (often blue or red), and the colors of the walls and floors are also dark-
er than the surrounding space, emphasizing the brightness of the gambling 
machines. Acoustically, the gambling space is animated only by the sounds 
of the machines, or in some cases by background music that has the effect of 
dampening and homogenizing sounds not related to gambling, while in the 
bar areas, customers’ voices blend with noises from outside the venue.

This differentiation highlights on the one hand the continuity of the sur-
rounding space with the outside world, and on the other hand, the sharp 
discontinuity of the gambling space with respect to everything external to it. 
Hence an environment designed to suit a fully immersive conception of gam-
bling, with its own time and dimension in which gamblers can experience an 
exclusive relationship with their chosen machines.

In larger venues, such as slot machine and VLT arcades, the space dedicated 
to gambling is divided into several smaller areas, not clearly separated from 
each other and reminiscent of small casinos: less noisy than bars or cafes and 
with more refined furnishings such as sofas and carpeted floors (red or gray)10. 
In these arcades, the spatial area seems to expand, creating a sense of being in 
a vast, sometimes labyrinthine and chaotic space. The slot machines are often 
very close together; in this case there is not a feeling of complete isolation.

FiG. 2: Protected place.

10. An architect specialized in designing gambling arcades, met at a gambling equipment fair, 
underscored the fact that the use of fitted carpets “has the function of creating a type of 
cocooned environment, …a kind of living room: that is a space where one can spend a lot 
of time”.
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In this type of venue the gambler finds nearly all the ideal elements for an 
immersive gambling experience, despite the lack of full isolation and total, 
exclusive interaction with the machine.

Overall, the characteristics of “protected places” (compared with the per-
suasive dimension of “exposed places”) also points to what we might call the 
coercive dimension of gambling: the sense of being unable to resist playing can 
be seen as a type of self-coercion or loss of control. The gamblers themselves 
acquiesce to living in this world, apparently rejecting all that lies outside it, but 
there is also external coercion, as the setting, the space itself, invites them to ac-
cept the experience of gambling as the only one worth having in that moment.

NON-EXPOSED PLACE: these venues present a clearly-divided space in 
which brighter areas, often near windows, and for food and drink consump-
tion, are juxtaposed with a more dimly-lit gambling area. The gambling space 
occupies the darker, more isolated corners of the venue, where the sounds of 
customers and the lights do not disturb players and thus do not encroach on 
the magic circle. The gambling area is only partially visible: the outsider’s 
gaze can only catch a glimpse, a partial glance into these niches, just enough 
to understand what the area is for, and to attract those drawn to gamble. This 
arrangement creates an enclosed, protected space containing one or just a few 
slot machines. In these sheltered corners, protagonists are the sounds and 
lights of the machines, which facilitate the gambler’s complete immersion in 
the game. In this case, the frame effectively establishes the boundaries be-
tween the gambler’s reality and the spectator’s.

FiG. 3: Non-exposed place.
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NON-PROTECTED PLACE: the separation of the gambling area, unlike in 
protected places, appears to be solely symbolic or, at most, marked by curtains 
or furniture displaying items for sale. The place is distinct from the nearby bar/
tobacco area although it remains semi-visible and does not appear markedly 
separated. The gambling area has several slot machines very close to each oth-
er, and this proximity does not facilitate the isolation needed for an immersive 
gambling experience. In such venues, the two areas, although partially sepa-
rated, interfere with one another: sounds and lights from the slot machines 
penetrate into the bar area, thus arousing the curiosity of non-gamblers, while 
lights and sounds from the bar area intrude on the isolation of the gambling 
area rupturing the magic circle. The boundaries of the frame, in this case, are 
more delineated than in exposed places, but the gambler is still not in a state of 
total contemplation of the slot machine screen. The figures around the frame, 
like that of the observer, become relevant here, rendering the relationship be-
tween the “inner” world of gambling and the outside world ambiguous and fluid, 
both spatially and temporally: two worlds overlap. This gambling place appears 
as a sort of in-between category from the dimension of invitation (can-do) to 
coercion (cannot-not-do).

FiG. 4: Non-protected place.
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Gamblers’ paths through gambling places: erecting new boundaries

Looking at these categories of places in relation to the gamblers’ narra-
tives, the first element that draws our attention is their recurrent reference 
to their first steps on the path to addiction. Many seem to have had an almost 
fortuitous introduction to the world of gambling, often corresponding to an 
unexpected initial win, which triggered their growing attraction to gambling. 
The accessibility of places where gambling is openly displayed and within easy 
reach are recurrent themes. For instance:

…it happened because I went to get an aperitif next to my office, and I saw 
this little coin-operated machine, and I tried putting in two euros, and it 
started from there, basically. Yeah, I won some. I won the first time I played, 
and I didn’t even know how to play! (Marina, 52, office worker).

Many gamblers speaking about their first contact with gambling, often oc-
curred in “exposed” places, highlighted the fact that they had never before 
been interested in slot machines, or that they had been invited to play the first 
time with friends, just to try it out. Given the frequency of this type of story 
among the interviewees, doubts may arise in some cases regarding the rela-
tionship between implemented practices and reported practices reconstructed 
by the gambler. Indeed, in their interaction with the researcher, stories about 
the dynamics of addiction related to historically stigmatized practices may be-
come subject to selective memory and reconstruction processes. However, the 
removal of the boundaries that had previously confined gambling made it pos-
sible— both in actual experiences and in the stories reshaped during interviews 
— to trace the gateway to the world of gambling back to a random, fortuitous 
first encounter. We can, therefore, identify two important aspects: on the one 
hand, the easy accessibility of gambling, and on the other, from an identity 
perspective, the desire of the interviewees to free themselves from the role of 
“born gambler” (Lombi, Pedroni 2019; Rolando, Ferrari, Beccaria 2023).

Taking a step forward in the gamblers’ “career”, the phase of more assiduous 
gambling seemed, for the interviewees, to correspond to the pursuit of greater 
isolation. In doing so, it was they themselves who sought to erect boundaries 
that defined in the clearest possible way that “machine zone” of total immer-
sion. Their preferences at that point seemed to move along two possible tracks: 
some opted for protected places, and others for non-exposed places.

The former were seduced (or “pampered”, citing one interviewee’s words) 
by the environment of protected places like slot machine arcades which offer 
free drinks, comfortable seats (in some cases actual armchairs), ATM to with-
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draw money and the possibility to gamble for many hours, even until dawn, 
hidden behind darkened windows far from the unwelcome gaze of relatives or 
acquaintances. These windows seem to play a dual role of both shielding and 
attracting with a “mysterious” effect, since they are often completely covered 
with stickers or posters with logos of the gambling agency, or with images of 
the roulette, dice or other objects that evoke the casino world which represent 
the exclusive side of gambling.

Moreover, in some arcades, fragrance diffusers emitting floral or fruity aro-
mas so strong that they could be discerned even from the sidewalk outside 
acted as an appealing olfactory stimulus, according to some gamblers.

But two factors could deter gamblers from entering these “protected plac-
es”. The first is identitary: frequenting these places, crossing that physical and 
symbolic threshold, implies admitting to oneself and others, to being a habit-
ual gambler. The second factor concerns social and relational aspects: many 
gamblers maintained that arcades were frequented by a clientele of apparent-
ly threatening people who, in the words of one interviewee, “look askance at 
each other and try to squeeze blood out of the machines”. Such people were 
often seen as similar to what Lalander (2006) defined as “vultures” in his at-
tempt to classify the type of gambling room habitues who spy on others and 
then pounce on the machine they perceive as the most fully-loaded with still 
un-won coins11. These figures are particularly irritating to the interviewees 
because, although this space is non-judgmental in terms of the potential stig-
matization of compulsive gamblers (since they are all “in the same boat”), it 
is at the same time pervaded by a sense of mistrust and suspicion towards 
others12. The complex relationship between gamblers and other customers in 
these places certainly made participant observation more challenging (we of-
ten gambled, in part to dissimulate our observer role), but it also allowed us to 
understand the level of diffidence towards those who seemed likely to invade 
the “machine zone”.

That diffidence led many gamblers to avoid arcades where slot machines 
are arranged in parallel rows (which facilitates “peeking” at others’ machines). 
One slot arcade manager we interviewed, admitted that for this reason, when 

11. In reality, due to the way slot machine tabs are designed, payment mechanisms have no 
relation whatsoever with the amount of money inserted in the machine shortly before. 
Still, this belief endures both in Italy and Sweden, where Lalander conducted research.

12. In their research on Italian horse race betting rooms, Azzimondi, Circe, Croce (2001) inter-
pret gamblers as in part accomplices in sharing a habit, but at the same time mistrustful of 
one another.
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the available space allows it, it is preferable to group slot machines in “is-
lands”, with the backs touching one another13. Some gambling arcades today 
are making arrangements to create separate privé areas that host single ma-
chines, allowing complete solitude.

Due in part to these identitary and relational factors, many gamblers preferred 
“non-exposed” places, where they can get into the “machine zone” since the 
frame of these niches is well-defined, but are not required to cross the identitary 
threshold of slot-machine arcades where gambling is the sole activity. Further-
more, those who preferred to gamble in these places appreciated the greater 
sense of camaraderie among gamblers and with venue managers, who might 
give preferential treatment to habitual customers, like “holding” slot machines 
for gamblers who have to briefly leave the room or dissuading curious observers. 
As far as this latter group is concerned, their invasiveness is limited by the fact 
that these places rarely have long rows of slot machines, so people observing 
gamblers at these few solitary machines, although unwelcome threshold figures, 
appear in any case less “threatening” than those who frequent protected places. 
In fact, they are comparable to what Lalander (2006) calls “dry-playing voyeurs”, 
who watch but do not gamble, belonging to a world external to the gamblers’.

An important aspect emerges within these paths which influences gam-
blers’ choices regarding where to gamble, one that, in light of the process 
described above, may initially appear contradictory: the desire to disassociate 
themselves from the role of habitual gambler.

Indeed, although gambling, increasingly liberalized and commercially pro-
moted, has been progressively liberated from negative stigmas, such stigmas 
have not disappeared with regard to the individual player who does not “gam-
ble responsibly”, as the most pervasive slogan in Italian gambling-pathology 
prevention campaigns puts it. The slogan is once again based on the concept 
of a threshold the vagueness of which was noted time and again by gamblers 
interviewed:

If you don’t explain what pathological addiction is, a person doesn’t know. 
A person has no idea at what level it becomes an addiction. They show how 
gambling is a normal, everyday thing, playing a betting slip is normal, playing 
a scratch-off and hoping to win is normal. So how come if I spend more and 
gamble a little more it’s a disease? When does it get to be a disease? That’s 
what needs to be explained to people. (Raffaella, 30, unemployed).

13. For a broader report on the point of view of the arcades’ managers in Italy, see Vinai 2020.
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It is interesting to observe how the parts of the interviews or of the infor-
mal dialogues with gamblers intended to draw out reflections on institutional 
prevention policies often developed into a very stimulating exchange of opin-
ions, especially when we cited these “warning” campaigns based on slogans 
like “gamble responsibly!” or “gamble without going overboard”. This phase 
of the interviews was characterized by changes in the gamblers’ emotional 
state, perceptible not only in their responses, but also in the rising tone of 
their voices and the shift in their facial expressions, which conveyed feelings 
of anger. Anger at a State that continuously offers new and ever more entic-
ing forms of gambling, but that also seems to be communicating the message 
that it wants to protect gamblers: a “safe risk” revealed in all its unsustainable 
contradictions.

Conclusions

Since gambling is a type of “game”, it falls within the sphere of practices 
categorized and regulated in different ways in various social and cultural con-
texts. From a relational rather than “essentialist” point of view, we argue that 
playing games as a whole can be defined by the position it occupies in com-
parison with other practices that are a part of daily life, entering into relation 
or conflict with them.

As we have noted, many of the boundaries within which gambling had 
historically been confined have fallen in recent years, allowing the practice 
entry into Italians’ everyday life as a form of consumption, like many others 
embedded in a neoliberal market economy. What is commercialized is eco-
nomic risk, in this case easily accessible, “right on your doorstep”, as a form 
of amusement. Historically, there has been tension between social acceptance 
and condemnation concerning this assumption of economic risk. Nowadays, if 
we broaden the frame to the macroeconomic level, it appears increasingly less 
stigmatized, as it assumes a central role in a global economy that is increas-
ingly hegemonized by financial processes.

However, the negative stigma has not completely disappeared but seems 
to have shifted from gambling (intended as a commodified form of enter-
tainment) to those individuals who are not able to (or don’t want to) “gamble 
responsibly”. A process of stigmatization that, according to Goffman (1963), 
concerns “the ego identity”: i.e. the subjective perception of one’s condition 
as the result of previous social experiences, and which is anything but perma-
nent; rather, it is situational and produced through interactions. Today, the 
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processes of subjectivation involved in the internalization of this stigma seem 
to be experienced by those who are unable to “play responsibly”, as they fail to 
control themselves in what Rose (1999: 103) identifies as the “production of 
the self” in modern citizens, viewed as consumers—giving meaning to their ex-
istence through the exercise of their freedom of choice in the market. Building 
on the concept of governmentality, consumption is thus framed as a regulatory 
principle of social life in neoliberal times (Reith 2007: 39). With the progressive 
withdrawal of the State, which has limited its interference in the market – orig-
inally aimed at protecting and safeguarding its citizens – individuals are now 
held accountable for their own choices regarding products and services that 
are increasingly crucial for their well-being, personal fulfillment, and future 
security. Policies related to the gambling sector fit in this paradigm that has 
spurred its expansion, mostly through seductive marketing strategies, while at 
the same time, the production of knowledge related to gambling has influenced 
the subjectivity of the gamblers and their behavior (Cosgrave 2010: 128).

The gamblers interviewed progressed from “social gambling” to other 
types of gambling that are defined in various editions of the DSM of Mental 
Disorders as “problematic gambling”, “pathological gambling” or “gambling 
disorder” running along a continuum: these classifications result from medi-
calized discourses whose genealogy, according to Reith (2007), is inextricable 
from the socio-economic context in which they are formulated.

We would like to highlight that, from the perspective of critical medical 
anthropology, relativizing these categories does not mean minimizing the 
real suffering of the people encountered during the research nor denying the 
seriousness of the problems related to gambling. These reflections aim to 
problematize how the negotiability of the thresholds of each of these cate-
gories can provide interesting insights for future investigation developments, 
relating what emerged from this research with an analysis of the rehabili-
tation processes undergone by gamblers in Italy (Pini 2012; Lombi, Pedroni 
2019). However, these considerations go beyond the specific objectives of our 
research, focused on the analysis of how the layout and staging of gaming 
places influence gamblers’ paths, and are in turn molded by gamblers’ expec-
tations and experiences.

A joint analysis of the macro context, which entailed the progressive re-
moval of the physical, temporal and moral boundaries within which gambling 
as a practice had historically been confined, and the ethnographic research 
carried out in the places where gambling is effectively commercialized, al-
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lowed us to identify processes leading many gamblers to gamble more and 
more assiduously.

The progressive spreading of slot machines in places we have defined as 
“exposed” – a result of the removal of boundaries that had circumscribed such 
gambling in the past – allowed a wider audience to come into contact with 
them. But the gamblers interviewed, who had developed gambling addictions, 
went from this sort of occasional, transitory practice to gambling in places that 
gave them the most immersive experience possible, favoring either “protect-
ed” or “non-exposed” places. Here we observed an inverse process: gamblers 
wanted to re-raise barriers and establish boundaries within which they could 
feel protected and “separated” from the outside world, isolated in the “ma-
chine zone”, since, the experience they had and (more or less consciously) 
sought in relation to slot machines was precisely a sense of separation from 
the outside world14. The “protected” and “non-exposed” places favored by 
most of the gamblers who had developed forms of addiction appear to provide 
different levels of protection from the external world in some respects but 
are differentiated not only in terms of the type of patrons that frequent them 
(and consequently the degree of “threateningness” and intrusiveness of both 
gamblers and non-gamblers) but also in terms of identity aspects concerning 
self-image within the sphere of morality. Thanks to the interdisciplinary in-
tegration between the anthropological approach and the semiotic approach, 
it was, in fact, possible to analyze to what extent the organization of spaces 
responds not only to practical questions, but it also gives specific meanings to 
the place itself and what happens there, and what it signifies for the player, 
also from an identity perspective. Goffman (1963: 48) highlighted that visi-
bility is a fundamental factor in the processes that concur to include a social 
actor in the category of the “stigmatized”, but, compared to many of these, 
the more assiduous gamblers do not exhibit immediately visible stigmatizing 
features. In these cases the venues have an important role in qualifying those 
who regularly attend them (81-82); and the “protected gambling places” are 
those that are more definitively reserved to gamblers who consider themselves 
objects of stigma for not knowing how to play responsibly.

Frequenting this type of place – also defined by Kingma (1997: 186) as a slot 
machine venue of “high segregation” (with respect to public and to speciality) – 

14. In contrast, “non-protected” places, characterized by overlapping and interference be-
tween the gambling area and other parts of the venue, do not allow significant isolation 
and are thus less attractive to more habitual gamblers.
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implies crossing a threshold and accepting that one has fully entered the world 
of gambling where a specific form of self-coercion, which we described as “can-
not not gamble”, is more likely to occur.

This dimension is not accepted or fully admitted by those gamblers who, 
although likewise tending, more or less consciously, to immerse themselves 
as completely as possible in gambling, seek out the most hidden slot machine, 
the most sheltered or darkest corner, in “non-exposed” places.

Moving towards the conclusion it is appropriate to emphasize two import-
ant aspects.

The first concerns the elements that can influence the players’ choices of 
paths within the different places observed during the research. For future in-
vestigation developments it would be important to integrate processes and 
elements examined previously with the variables relating to the life stories of 
the gamblers and social inequalities: for instance the studies that highlight the 
major success of slot machines among lower income individuals in Italy (Resce 
et al. 2019). In the present article we were unable to delve into these aspects 
due to space limitations and instead focused our attention primarily on the 
specific analysis of gambling venues.

Secondly, it is important to underline that these spaces must be interpreted 
by considering the interaction between the venues and gamblers as a process 
of reciprocal adaptation. Although here we have not focused specifically on the 
technologies with which slot machines are designed, as Dow Schüll (2013: 97) 
did, we agree with her approach of framing such design strategies within a 
“market attunement” perspective. We thus suggest that the signifying charac-
teristics of gambling venues, identified through our anthropological-semiotic 
approach, should be interpreted from a bidirectional perspective, where spac-
es not only shape the modes, rhythms, and timing of gambling, but also appeal 
to the gamblers’ preferences and motivations.

Through the narratives of those players who, thanks to the removal of the 
boundaries that historically limited the spread of gambling, were able to enter 
spaces designed to encourage full immersion in the game, thus establishing 
new borders that protected them from potentially “intrusive” gazes – it was 
possible to understand some of the effects of national policies dedicated to 
the gambling sector. These were based on two discourses that unfolded in paral-

lel: on the one hand the legalization of gambling, socially normalized as a mere 

form of consumption and commercially promoted through increasingly targeted 

mass marketing strategies, and on the other, the recommendation to citizens to 
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use their self-discipline and play responsibly. These two parallel rhetorics have 
negatively impacted those players who proved incapable of “gambling respon-
sibly”, thereby reactivating negative stigmatization processes. 

Viewed in this light, the elements for reflection and analysis we have offered 
here may be useful to those interested in studying gambling-related process-
es and can contribute to the development of prevention strategies to address 
the risks associated with the growth of the gambling market. These strategies 
can help reformulate the rules on how gambling is offered in public spaces 
and rethink prevention policies beyond the “play responsibly” approach. As 
demonstrated, such an approach can evoke shame and guilt in gamblers who 
may therefore refrain from seeking help.
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