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m[ltie quality) in Chania/ in running through a list of card games and clas­
them to me as "skill ll or "Iuck ll games, hesitated before classify­

"Ies not a luck or skill game; it is ... Ices say ... psychologi­
,/ he said. In general the regular players of poker to whom I spoke noted

that the garne demanded something extra and that this made the game,
in their eyes, different from and better than other kinds of gambling. That
this characterization of poker by its players is as much an attempt to claim
some special access to this skill as it is to distinguish the game from oth­
ers docs not render these claims trivial. On the contrary/ devoted players
of each of the major forms of gambling in Chania commonly took steps
to distinguish their game (and therefore themselves) from the others
around, a practice that mirrors the distinctions made by those who plely
only in private g[lmbling clubs regarding coffeehouse gambling and vice
versa (see chapter 2).

The distinctive skill in poker is the ability to read the other players/
intcntions/ gauge their resources/ both in money and self-confidencc, no­
tice patterns in their actions/ and, finally, have a good idea of the qual­
ity of the cards they are holding/ independent of the deceptively large
(or small) amount of money on the table. All of this must be done with
corresponding control over what oneself reveals in the overriding con­
text of unpredictable distributions of cards. Although most gamblers
seem to be trying to give away nothing~indeed/a poker game seems at
first to be almost devoid of any communication apart from the betting~

it would be a grave mistake to take this at face value. As all the players
attempt to limit their behavior/ they each attempt to read patterns of
action in other players/ such as changes in a player/s tempo of play or bet­
ting gesture; the importance of the most minute action is magnified. All
of the action at the table is very constrained/ but it nonetheless fills a
range of expression/ from enthusiasm to boredom/ sharpness to weari­
ness/ confidence to worry~anyone of which may be falsely adopted or
accurately attributed. Thus the game behind the game in poker is one
of strategic concealment and disclosure as one attempts to give others
an inscrutable posture while simultaneously making ones own guesses
about other players' situations.

Particularly relevant in poker, and an attempt to conceal just this
kind of dangerous self-revelation, is the attempt to adopt the stance of
"the player" (0 pekhtis).lll This image, remarkably consistent in its por­
trayal to me by various contacts, encompasses the tuxedo-clad, James
Bond-like master of the game, II with a serious, distant/ unconcernedness
or lack of emotionality. A clear instance of the first part of this image
was driven home to me on my first day in Athens when, in the midst of
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objective. In the given Mikhalis was a player

who .fit this image, but his in winning and losing led SeV-
my informants to avoid classifying him as "He plays

well," one said, "but he's too careful.1I The line a trne "playerII must walk
between daring and care is fine indeed.

~ ..'" /','....,,'" is further infonned by individuals' past experiences ofplay-
tOllietl1e1', s,e"eroal oJt therrL h~ld done so for many years. ThusPettoswas

able qUickly to characterize the competence of several of the regulars at
the In discussing Yiannis, a friendly and expansive regular at
Meltemi (although he as ofreu sat and watched or read as playedh Petros
said that "he does not kn()w the game well. He doesn't know how to can"
trol how fast or slow he, plays, and he reveals the quality of his hand by
pausing or not pausing." By contrast, Nikos, another regular, was toPet~

ros a good player hut too conservative. Finally, he said that Nondas, once
he was owner of Me1temi, tried too hard to continue to make money play"
ing, often losing his entire night.'s vidhani in a couple, of hours. An im,.
portant caveat to this applies, however. In Chania, particular gambling
kafenia are associated with two primary features: type of game and iden­
tity of players. Thus, Meltemi kafenio hada modest reputation for mid;.,
level stakes poker, not known to all the gamblers with whom I spoke but
known to the majority. Its customerswere primarily working-class Chan­
iots, many of them tourist industry workers and taxi drivers. (The kale­
nia's proximity to the largest taxi stand in Chania accounts for the sec-
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ond But in contrast to many characterizations of (nongambling)
coJttecehc)t!1,es in the Greek ethnographic literature (such as that of Papa­
taxiarchis [1991H, the makeup of the gambling kafenia in Chania was
chlmg;el1lble from evening to evening. I was struck by the frequency with
which I was asked by certl1in gamblers for the name of someone else in
the someone I assumed they knew fairly well.

This transience has a double meaning among the gambling commu­
nity, as I discussed briefly in chapter 1. On one hand, a gambler may brag
about the number of lwfenia in which he is welcome, as my friend Charis
did during a long afternoon and evening in which we stopped at five dif·
ferent kafenia in Chania. At two of them he knew the owner or other
regulars through his ties to the political party Sinaspismos; two others
were popular with people from the area around his village, Skines; and
the last lwfenio was near where he had owned a furniture store. At the
same time, this familiarity with multiple sites may justify a negative
characterization of him as someone who chooses where to play on a
given night solely on the basis of where there might be a profitable com.
bination of money and skill. The degree to which poker players may be
able to read others because of past history is somewhat limited by this
variability of patronage. Of course, this shifting of opponents becomes
fertile ground for claims to being able all the more quickly to evaluate
one's adversaries.

There is also a noticeable distinction between the play of the hand
and the periods between hands, which provide regular breaks from the
near silence and constitute a comparative flourish of communication.
It is here that one most immediately encounters claims about gonri. The
practice of concealment and disclosure can take on more explicit forms
at this time, too, as players who folded show what terrible hands they
had (or how they should have stayed inl, others pull a few more cards
from the deck until they see what they would have received had they de­
cidedto throwaway cards rather than hold what they had, and the win­
ner gathers in his khartakia, stacking them or piling them in front of
him. Petros often threw the card from his hand that would have com­
pleted an otherwise worthless straight or full house toward the hand of
the player who had just thrown it down in disgust.

All Is Right with the World

To return to the concept of gonri, then, and to the vignette presented
earlier, who speaks and who does not during the breaks between hands
is influenced by the trends of winning and losing over the course of play
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that evening. During. these breaks the contest over claims about the rea­
sons for the outcomes breaks out explicitly, and it is here that the idea of
gouri comes most prominently into play, as it did for Andreas and Dhimi­
tris. The risk of self that making these claims entails constitutes a self­
exposure! the staking of a claim about not simply the players around the
table but also about how the shifting patterns of outcomes themselves
should be understood and how they should be understood in the context
of broader social relations, such as between the "yearlings" and the reg­
ulars. What is at stake, then, for the players is not simply the money on
the table. It is the momentary, ephemeral, but no less potent ordering of
reality. As in this example, it is the player who has just lost a fair amount
(and possibly also been losing steadily up to that point) who is most likely
to risk breaking the silence and perform his loss. Things clearly were not
going well for Dhimitris, who had been losing steadily. To change his
gouri, he needed to shake things up in some way. Monetary loss thus be­
comes an index for a particular, and damaging, status vis-a-vis chance
rather than simply revealing a loss of financial capital.

Although hands end in different ways, most often the two rounds
of bidding leave two players betting against each other, with the other
two having folded along the way. Thus! after each hand the most com­
mon situation is one in which one of the four players has just lost more
than the others, and one has won. The player who won would invite di­
rect reprisals, and potential conflict, by boasting, as Andreas would have
from Dhimitris in this case. Speaking would thus violate the winner's
interest in keeping things as they are; if something about the situation
and his actions in it has brought him some gouri, then he does not want
to change a thing. In this respect, the fact of winning is an indication that
the immediate social situation (and, by implication, the player's position
within it and interpretation of it) is felicitous (in the Austinian sense; see
Austin 1975 [195611; that is, "allisrightwith the world," including the
winner's view of and place within it.

The third player-Petros in this case-is in a position to be entreated
by the loser to hear his story and give credence (or at least respond, pos­
itively or negatively) to his complaints. Here, upon receiving the slight­
est response from Petros, Dhimitris continued, further making his case
and restating his story. The dealer of the next hand, here Mikhalis, is the
person responsible for moving the game along; he is reasonably in a po­
sition to be looking ahead to the next hand, having just put in his own
money and now readying the cards. Therefore, he is the player most
likely to have an interest in stopping the discussion, calling out, as
Mikhalis did, "Come now! Are we playing or talking?"
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It is interesting to note that although individual phlyers see a famil­
iarity with others' styles, gained over a history of other hands, as pro­
viding a distinct edgc over the poker table, past claims about chance,
such as those more than a few days old, playa very limited role in this
setting. Or, perhaps more precisely, the rclevant history of outcomes is
so recent, encompassing most often only the evening's play, and thus
brought so close to the unfolding present, that claims about this past ef­
fectivcly become claims about the immediate present and point much
more to a coming future (and the possibilities of streaks continuing, for
example), than a contested past. Rather than the usc of history, then, one
sees the use of the future, not only in claims about identity vis-a-vis
chance but in constructions of that momentary reality itself. In this fleet­
ing ordering of reality, a clear example of structuration, the principle of
gouri plays a key role. The converse is of course also true, as a player who
has been losing seeks to shake things up, to change the gouri, as Ohimi­
tris did here. The brief passage that opens this chapter points to this kind
of action as well, as Nom!as tells the cards, "Wake up, bastard!"

The opening vignette of the Introduction provides a further example
to emphasize how these references to gouri are embedded in local strug­
gles such as those involved in running a business. The link between his
failure at the card table, one that had left him in debt to the very man
who had had a successful night as owner only a year before, and his failed
investment in the dice table for this year was clear and was commented
on by the players as they broke up for the evening and headed out into
the night (many of them, as I later learned, to play zaria elsewhere). His
immoderation in betting and bluffing that night mirrored, for them, his
immoderation and ambition in setting up for a large number of customers
on New Year's Eve. Such a railing against his misfortune as he performed,
under the principles of gouri, was perhaps the only recourse by which
he might bring about a change in his place in the world. 12

Situating Chance

In how Chaniot gamblers understand the unfolding outcomes of
their games, we see also how they understand the unfolding outcomes
of their lives, and the links so quickly made by Greeks between gambling
and social life more generally are made clear. A (dis)ordering of reality
takes place in gaming contexts such as that of poker in Chania, one that
arises between the participants (and other spectators) rather than solely
within each actor's experience. Furthermore, the daims about indeter­
minacy that arise are made in a context structured by rules and conven-
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tions that nonetheless relies on chance to unfold. This characteristic of
gambling, its aptness as an arena for structuration/ also accounts for its
potency as a metaphor for other spheres of everyday experience! them­
selves ostensibly but not ultimately structured as and amid which
individuals and institutions pit competing claims. about accountability.

In thiS way gambling, though a part of everyday experience with
significant consequences, nonetheless also prOVides a sel11ibounded re·
fract1onof the precarious nature of everyday experience, a kind of dis­
tillation of a chancefullife into a seemingly more apprehensible form.
Thus, at least a part of how gamblers in Chania confront indeterminacy
lies in their attempts to position themselves or others vis-a-Vis chance,
using gouri and other tropes of chance to account for the unfolding of
outcomes from one moment to the next and thereby negotiating anoften
ephemeral but nonetheless effective understanding of a local reality
thrqugh this process of structuration. What is risked, then, over the gam­
ing table, is what is exposed to the inspection of otherS: one's resourCes,
one's intentions, and, above aU, one's favorable or unfavorable position,
however momentarily, in the present as it unfolds.

Notes

This chapter is adapted from an article titled "Fateful Misconceptions: Rethink­
ing Paradigms of Chance among Gamblers in Crete," which appeared in Social
Analysis 43 (I): 141-65.

I. It is of interest to note that one of the institutionalized risk systems that Gid­
dens mentions is gambling, which he recognizes as universal but disregards as
being a "relatively minor context" (1991, II7).

2. See also the work of James Carrier (1992). He considers accidentalism in an­
thropological thought with reference to Mauss's The Gift (1990 [1925]) and
specifically the problematic distinction of commodity versus gift societies, a dis­
cussion of reciprocity easily transferable to the equally problematic distinction
of fate (nonmodern) versus risk (modern) societies. See also Douglas and Isher­
wood's The World of Goods (1978,40) for a further example of this questionable
approach discussed earlier.

3. See Becker (1997) for a somewhat similar exploration of meaning construc­
tion in the face of the unexpected, 'although the focus differs from mine in its em­
phasis on individual narrative.

4. Indeed, the two words may share a history: Gourt derives from the Turkish
word ugur, which may be a cognate of the Latin augur (Herzfeld 19811. Note also
that this model cannot simply be reduced to a notion of proximity, as personal
practice and other events (one's favorite soccer team Winning that day) can just
as well be grounds for a claim of gouri.

5. By "poker kafenio" I mean a kafenio with card gambling where the most
commonly played game is poker. At such a place other games (tavli [backgam-



monl nt side bilota between two plnyers) sometimes are plnyed, but most
often these nrc to pnss the time while players wait for an at the current
tnble or wait for to make a new table,

6. To open the betting, a must have at least n of or nces. The
prclcc1eds ns in dmw with cnch w stny in (by put,

snme nmount as plnyers still in) or fold, There nrc two rounds of
one before the their cnrds nnd one nfterwnrd, The mnk,

is as follows (from to lowest I: strnight flush
fOur of n kind, flush IktlIomcl/, full house (foul), three of n kind, strnight

(1<ental, two pnir, nnd one pair,
7, The enrds themselves nre plnstie, not pInstic·conted pnper, nnd nre very

durnble, even if their printing is not.
8, In n similar vein, stories of outwitting police UBIC""", such ns tricking them

into enting stolen ment, are discussed by Herzfeld (1985, "'''''J-11'''I,

9, As will become clear later in this chapter, such a situation could ensily have
had a different result if my friend's luck hnd suddeuly changed for the betteL

10, This characterization of the pekl1tis h,lS many similarities with the imnge
of the mangas, the dramatic, self-suffiCient, antiestablishment figure associated
with the musical subculture of rebetiko in I920S urban Greece. Sec Cowan (1990,

for a concise account of this figure,
I I. Indeed, these players often alluded to James Hond w get this idea across
12. Similar links arc made by those who play the state,sponsored lotteries ane

scrnteh ticket games between their success or failure in playing these games ane
their success in the other "national sport" of Greece, tax evasion; see chapter 4


