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ABSTRACT
This opinion paper examines the sociocultural implications of gambling, theater, 
and gamification in Las Vegas. Utilizing the theories of scholars such as Roger Cail-
lois and Erving Goffman, the paper explores how gambling acts as a mirror and a 
stage, reflecting and shaping societal values and individual identities. It highlights 
the role of casinos as immersive environments where social dynamics are both dis-
played and transformed. The discussion includes the evolution of Las Vegas into a 
center for e-sports, linking traditional gambling with digital spectatorship. The pa-
per concludes with recommendations for future research on the environmental im-
pacts of the city’s entertainment industry.
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 Introduction

1 The intricate interplay between gambling, theater, and gamification provides a distinc-
tive lens through which to examine societal dynamics and individual behavior. This po-
sition paper delves into the intersection of these elements, offering insights into their 
influence on and reflection of cultural and social fabrics. By drawing upon the works 
of Roger Caillois (1961), Erving Goffman (1967), Natasha Schüll (2012), Bo Jason Ber-
nhard (2007), and Clifford Geertz (2005), I aim to dissect the complex relationship be-
tween the intrinsic aspects of gambling and its theatrical and gamified expressions in 
contemporary society.

2 Gambling, often perceived merely as a pursuit of chance and fortune, is revealed 
through a sociological perspective as a microcosm of societal values, norms, and aspi-
rations. Caillois’ framework of Agon, Alea, Mimicry, and Ilinx allows us to explore the 
multifaceted nature of gambling, connecting it to fundamental human interactions 
and societal structures.

3 Erving Goffman’s ethnographic study in Las Vegas, as illuminated in Natasha Schüll’s 
“Addiction by Design,” provides a vivid portrayal of the casino as a theater of charac-
ter competition, where individuals showcase their courage, integrity, and self-control. 
This perspective is complemented by Bo Jason Bernhard’s observations on the trans-
formation of gaming spaces and Clifford Geertz’s analysis of the social dimensions 
of gambling. Together, these scholars provide a comprehensive view of the casino as 
a stage for human drama, where every game, gesture, and interaction is imbued with 
meaning.

4 As we journey into the heart of Las Vegas, a city synonymous with gambling’s theat-
ricality, we encounter a world where fantasy and reality merge. The gamified environ-
ment of the casino offers a narrative-rich backdrop against which human dramas un-
fold, allowing us to observe how gambling, as a form of play, both reflects and shapes 
societal narratives.

5 This exploration is not merely academic; it seeks to understand gambling’s role as a 
cultural artifact and a barometer of societal values, offering a window into the collec-
tive psyche. By weaving together the insights of Caillois, Goffman, Schüll, Bernhard, 
Geertz, and combining them with my own experiences of visiting Las Vegas as an aca-
demic explorer this paper ventures into a multidisciplinary examination of gambling, 
revealing its significance as a canvas for individual and collective expression in the the-
ater of society.
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 A Theatre of Illusions and Gamification: 

6 The journey into the heart of Las Vegas’ theatricality begins the moment one steps 
onto the Strip, a boulevard where the fantastical becomes tangible. Here, amidst a sea 
of lights, gargantuan screens, and architecturally surreal buildings, visitors find them-
selves in a simulacrum of global landmarks. Paris and Rome stand mere steps apart, 
creating an immersive experience that blurs the lines between reality and make-be-
lieve.

7 Upon entering a Las Vegas hotel room, guests are immediately cast in a narrative of 
wealth and luxury. Spacious rooms equipped with extravagant amenities, such as tele-
visions in bathrooms, set the stage for the guest’s transformation into a protagonist 
of their own Vegas story. This theatrical setting primes visitors for the ensuing perfor-
mance, where they navigate the casino’s landscapes as characters in a grand narrative 
of chance and spectacle.

8 On the casino floor, the act of exchanging money for a membership card is itself a ritual 
of initiation into the game’s domain. The card, especially in venues like Caesars Palace, 
is not merely a functional item but a prop that bestows upon its holder a sense of iden-
tity and belonging. With tiers like the Gold Membership, casinos gamify the experi-
ence, making every transaction a symbolic gesture of status and progression. 

9 The narrative extends beyond the Strip, where establishments like the Eastside Can-
nery gamify their membership system, transforming wins and losses at slot machines 
into opportunities to earn credits. These credits can be used for various rewards, fur-
ther intertwining the gaming experience with the everyday life of the casino, creating 
a continuous loop of engagement and anticipation.

10 The interconnected underground layout of most Strip casinos is a deliberate design 
choice, creating a labyrinthine world that encourages exploration and prolongs the vis-
itor’s journey. This architectural strategy is contrasted by the straightforward design 
of newer establishments like the Cosmopolitan, which opts for clarity and visibility, 
reflecting a shift in the casino industry’s approach to spatial narrative.

11 The prevalence of slot machines over traditional table games marks a significant shift 
in the casino landscape. This ‘deforestation’ of table games, as described by industry 
experts, signifies a move towards a more isolated, yet visually and technologically en-
riched, form of gambling. The rise of digital slot machines, often themed around popu-
lar brands and narratives in Las Vegas, exemplifies this trend, merging storytelling with 
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gambling in a trend which can be explained to a certain extent as part of the transmedia 
storytelling idea. Yet, amidst this modern transformation, Fremont Street, the heart of 
old Vegas, offers a starkly contrasting experience. Here, one can immerse themselves in 
the nostalgia of vintage casinos, where the echoes of the past resonate amidst the neon 
glow. The area retains a charm that harks back to the origins of Las Vegas, providing a 
palpable sense of history and a reminder of the city’s storied past in the evolution of 
gaming and entertainment.

12 However, this transformation is not confined to the physical realm; it extends into the 
digital, where online platforms and mobile apps blur the boundaries between casino 
and everyday life. The integration of live games with slot machines exemplifies this 
trend, allowing players to engage with the casino experience from any location, at any 
time, thereby redefining the very essence of gambling as a social activity.

 The Rise of E-Sports: A New Chapter in Las Vegas’ Theatricality

13 In recent years, Las Vegas has transformed itself into a prominent sports city, hosting 
major events and welcoming professional teams in football, hockey, and beyond (see 
https://www.lasvegas.com/shows-and-events/sports/) . This evolution into a hub of 
athletic excellence makes it a logical step for the city to also become a leading destina-
tion for e-sports tournaments. The burgeoning world of e-sports has found a vibrant 
home in Las Vegas, opening a new chapter in its storied relationship with competitive 
play. This digital realm attracts a younger demographic, one that might not resonate 
with traditional gambling but is deeply engaged in the competitive and spectator as-
pects of e-sports. Las Vegas has adeptly integrated e-sports into its repertoire, hosting 
large-scale tournaments that transform the gaming experience into a spectator sport, 
complete with the drama and excitement characteristic of traditional athletic events. 

14 E-sports venues in Las Vegas are designed to be immersive, offering not just a platform 
for players to compete, but also a stage that captivates audiences, both on-site and on-
line. The theatricality of e-sports events, with their elaborate staging, lighting, and live 
broadcasts, mirrors the city’s legacy of spectacle and performance, albeit in a digital are-
na. Participants and spectators alike are drawn into a narrative of heroism, strategy, and 
prowess, echoing the archetypal tales of traditional sports and gambling.

15 Moreover, the intersection of e-sports and betting adds a familiar layer of engagement 
for visitors, allowing them to wager on the outcomes of matches, further blending the 
lines between traditional gambling and competitive gaming. This integration signi-

https://www.lasvegas.com/shows-and-events/sports/
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fies a shift in Las Vegas’s entertainment landscape, acknowledging and adapting to the 
evolving preferences of a younger, digitally savvy audience. Through e-sports, Las Vegas 
continues to redefine itself, offering a new form of theatricality that resonates with the 
narratives of competition, skill, and chance that have long defined this city of illusion.

 Conclusion
 
16 This exploration of Las Vegas’ grand theater of gambling and entertainment has taken 

us through the city’s illustrious facades, delved into the gamified nuances of its casi-
no culture, and witnessed the burgeoning realm of e-sports that adds a contemporary 
layer to its storied legacy. The convergence of gambling, theatricality, and gamification 
within this neon-lit oasis offers profound insights into not only the evolution of enter-
tainment but also the human penchant for play, competition, and spectacle.

17 Las Vegas stands as a testament to human creativity and desire for narrative-rich ex-
periences, where every slot machine, gaming table, and e-sports tournament is inter-
woven into the city’s fabric, offering a myriad of stories and experiences to its denizens 
and visitors alike. This relationship between traditional and digital forms of entertain-
ment highlights Las Vegas’s adaptability and its continuous reinvention to cater to the 
shifting tides of public interest and technological advancement.

 Future research

18 Future research should extend beyond the digital and economic landscapes to include 
a comprehensive examination of the environmental impacts of Las Vegas’s enter-
tainment and gaming sectors. This includes assessing the carbon footprint resulting 
from the influx of tourists, many of whom travel by air, contributing significantly to 
greenhouse gas emissions. The city’s location in the desert poses unique challenges re-
garding energy consumption and water usage, particularly in maintaining lavish ho-
tels, casinos, and their associated amenities such as pools and all-you-can-eat buffets, 
which are unparalleled anywhere else in the world. Investigating sustainable practices 
within the industry, such as renewable energy adoption and water conservation mea-
sures, will be crucial. Additionally, exploring how Las Vegas can balance its economic 
dependency on gaming and tourism with environmental sustainability could provide 
valuable insights for other entertainment hubs facing similar challenges in the era of 
climate change.
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 AI Disclaimer 

19 This document has been crafted with the assistance of an AI language model to fa-
cilitate the transformation of the section “Exkurs: Glücksspiel als Theater und gam-
ifizierter Ort” from Dr. Alexander Pfeiffer’s dissertation “Auf dem Weg zur ludischen 
Gesellschaft - Über den Stellenwert von Spiel und spielähnlichen Prozessen” into this 
concise position paper. The AI’s involvement primarily centered on translation and 
comprehension tasks, aiming to aid in the understanding and conveyance of the origi-
nal content within a more succinct and accessible format.

20 Throughout this process, extensive human oversight was applied to ensure the integ-
rity and fidelity of the translation and adaptation. Despite the meticulous attention to 
detail, any errors or inaccuracies that may exist are due to human oversight.
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