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Persistence, flexibility and luck: three key words which, according to the book’s authors,
enable us to gain access to the field. First, a researcher has to find people who are ready
and willing to teach, and this circumstance involves great persistence: ‘Researchers may
have to make many overtures and be rejected many times’ (p. 9). In addition, during
fieldwork, one person often has to try different sites, also requiring flexibility. Finally, a
bit of luck, or better of serendipity, aided, of course, by perseverance and elasticity: ‘Luck
has this funny quality: You cannot make it happen, but it does not happen if you sit
around and wait. You have to do things that put you in a position to experience luck.
Then you have to be willing to make the most of opportunity’ (p. 10).

‘Gaining access’ is a decisive element in doing research, not only because it is necessary
to obtain information, but also because the quality of access establishes what information
is available to researchers. In the opinion of the book’s editors, none of whom are anthro-
pologists, scientific literature on qualitative methods has not yet presented a widespread
study on this important issue. Consequently, the volume presents both theoretical and
methodological guidelines and through a series of case studies from the viewpoint of
researchers with various disciplinary backgrounds.

These case studies provide a generous collection of settings, contexts and issues:
locations include the United States, Mexico, Brazil, China, Hungary, India and Bosnia;
the people examined are part of non-profit, private or public organizations, such as
police department units, HIV-positive sex workers, US Department of Energy workers,
Arab immigrants in the USA, Bosnian ethnic minorities, automobile company archi-
tects and many others.

Finally, the diverse fields also require different levels of access (i.e. interviews vs. partic-
ipant observation), although the researchers often share similar challenges to access as
well as analogous opportunities or obstacles during their fieldwork.

One chapter focuses on the issue of leaving the field, which represents a singular
moment in each qualitative study, since exit is, without doubt, part of access. More than
this, colleagues often suggest how to enter a field and contact informants, but no one
generally tells you how to leave that field. The authors enumerate several ways to exit,
including a detailed description of researchers’ emotions and impressions; in short:

Whether one exits abruptly, gradually, in stages or does not have the option of exit,
our contributors’ access vignettes reveal that the issue of how one leaves the site is
important . . . The regret and emotional trauma that some of our contributors experi-
enced upon leaving the field suggest that researchers would do well to think long and
hard about exit, not only before they begin, but also while they conduct the research,
so that they can exit ‘well’. (p. 50)

Two other essential issues are discussed in the book, although not at great length: the
first concerns the researcher’s relationship with the gatekeepers, the second regarding
advocacy. To gain access to HIV-positive sex workers, Berger had to change the way she
talked about her research to conform to gatekeepers’ attitudes about women’s behavior.
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She had access to the people she aspired to study only when she talked about the women
being studied in terms that complied with the gatekeepers’ hidden agendas, ideologies
and cultures. The second topic deals with researchers who become members of the
organization they are studying, and the advantages and disadvantages of such member-
ship. The authors point out the tension arising from contemporaneously being an insider
and outsider, and consequently the difficulty of staying ‘neutral’.

Finally, the bibliography is a bit surprising, since it contains few anthropological refer-
ences: looking at the contributors’ biographical notes, it turns out that none of them
had anthropological education or training. Apparently, the field is no longer the anthro-
pologists’ kingdom, but rather an increasingly-experienced place, and this is certainly a
positive phenomenon; however, qualitative researchers from other disciplines have to pay
more attention to cultural and social anthropology and its centuries-old heritage of
theories, methodologies and field experiences.
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This book is pioneering in two ways. First, in English it is the first book-length ethnog-
raphy devoted to gambling. Second, it uses gambling to elaborate a new perspective on
the anthropology of indeterminacy. On both scores the author makes important contri-
butions. Anthropologists interested in gambling as a social phenomenon, or in concepts
like indeterminacy as analytical tools, cannot afford to ignore this book. This said, like
any pioneering work, Gambling Life has significant blind spots, which would indicate
that the field merits further research. Considering how emblematic Geertz’s (1973)
‘Balinese Cockfight’ essay has become to socio-cultural anthropology, it is remarkable
that gambling should not have received sustained treatment earlier. A little like Malaby’s
Cretan gamblers, who prefer to keep their games secret, it is as if anthropologists, too,
have tended to perceive gambling, or at least its analysis, as a sui generis activity – as
something to keep quiet about. Although a number of important articles have been
written on the topic (a review of the literature is regrettably absent from the book), the
anthropological debate about gambling has remained fragmentary. One reason for this
is a tendency to treat gambling as an ethnographic entry to putatively larger themes.
Taking an example close to Malaby’s field, Papataxiarchis’s analysis of gambling in Greek
coffee houses uses gambling as a site in which to explore the divergent meanings of
money in conditions of marginality.

Malaby’s monograph is original in that it refuses to accord gambling derivative status.
Devoting separate chapters to the various games that men play in the city of Chania on
Crete (focusing on backgammon, poker, state lotteries and dice games), he treats
gambling as a social activity that holds interest – for gamblers and anthropologists alike
– because of its own peculiar features, and not just by virtue of its connections with
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