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The trading classes of eighteenth-century England knew all about risk.  When a merchant saw a ship off on a voyage to the Indies or to South America, he never knew whether, or in what condition, it would return, nor what price he could fetch for the goods it brought.  Maritime insurance was still in its infancy, liability unlimited, and risk was an unpredictable constant.  Accepting the many unknowns of trade and professional practice alike, the middle classes knew that without taking some chances their prosperity would founder, the economy stagnate.  Risk had brought England to her status as a trading nation; the only way to maintain and expand her wealth was to continue to dare the deeps.

Why, then, would the middle ranks bring risk into their time away from the shop and the office? When the dinner was eaten and the drawing-room fire lit, what was the appeal of playing games for money? Why would these industrious people risk their hard-earned cash at cards? Were they rebelling against their customary caution, or had risk become part of the air they breathed? And why did they play for money at all? This paper will explore the ways in which gaming may have helped the middling sort to blunt the “dangerous edge” of risk and to develop the skill-set required for prosperity in situations of unlimited liability.


In examining the “rage of play” of England’s eighteenth century, historians have focussed on the notoriously reckless aristocracy.  Contemporary sources stressed the late hours and heavy losses of aristocratic gamesters as bad examples for the working poor, who might emulate such destructive behaviour to their ruin and that of the economy.  Such irresponsible behaviour eroded public confidence and trust in the judgement of the “natural governing class”, especially in matters financial.  Since much of this criticism came from the middle ranks of society, contemporaries thought the middling sort to be aloof from the lure of gaming.  It’s easy to see why: in an age of uncertain commerce and of new and vulnerable investment markets, middling fortunes and property were unprotected and ruin always a possibility.  Time was a precious commodity in itself, not lightly given over to frivolous pursuits.  


Commerce has always been a risky venture, rife with variables and unknowns, a ship at the mercy of sudden and often mysterious forces.
  From the outset of a tradesman’s career, potential pitfalls yawned before him.  How large a shop to keep? How much stock, and of what quality, should fill its shelves? How much credit should be extended to buyers, and how much borrowing would be needed for start-up? Each of these questions, and all the others that went along with them, could determine the course of the fledgling business and the prosperity of its owner; each choice carried its own load of risk.  Similar decisions confronted newly-qualified professionals.  Could clients of a neighbouring law practice be approached without endangering one’s professional ties? Could a young physician afford to keep a coach? Could he afford not to?
 As Margaret Hunt argues, the middle classes faced probably the highest financial risks of any group in eighteenth-century England, unprotected by entailed family estates yet responsible for managing and increasing their personal- and business-based credit.
  The grim possibility of business failure kept every businessman and his family on a knife edge.

To a point, then, risk and business were close companions.  Any business decision carried the potential for trouble; the key was to keep that potential to a minimum by knowing the market and one’s place within it.
  To contemporaries, undue risk was a major cause of business failure in the eighteenth century: over-extending oneself was often the last mistake a businessman got the chance to make.
  Contemporary writers urged merchants to strive for profit while staying on the safe side of investment: security was the watchword, comfortable gains the goal.
  By the late eighteenth century, the tradesman had become a powerful metaphor for caution and risk-avoidance, held up in contrast with the wicked recklessness of “the Gamester [who] has the appearance of seeking the Risque for its own sake.”
  

The eighteenth-century business ideal owed a great deal to the collective honour and fair dealing of the guild structure, while borrowing standards of sober industry and honesty from religious traditions.
  These values made trust and its financial counterpart, credit, possible, which in turn fostered the smooth function of co-operative commercial networks.  Such shared standards, drummed into middling children from an early age, fostered a sense of collective identity, which was strengthened by a shared social network and common pursuits.
  Unremitting hard work was the best hedge against failure; pastimes and pleasures were at best a distraction from, at worst a danger to, success.
  “Business neglected is Business lost,” cautioned Daniel Defoe.
  Close attention to the everyday details of the markets and commercial trends were essential.  

However, as the eighteenth century unfolded and Britain’s economy expanded, the middle classes prospered as both engines and beneficiaries of this rapid growth in trade and national wealth.  This unaccustomed affluence opened up whole new leisure possibilities, and the time in which to enjoy them.  Armed with new medical thinking that urged a balance between productive work and regenerative leisure, together with the fashion for self-improvement fostered by Addison and Steele, middling people felt justified in taking time for themselves.
  The leisure industry and middling leisure culture grew up together.


Why play cards? The simplest answer: it was fun, and it was sociable.  The majority of surviving first-hand accounts of play in the middle ranks speak of friendly gatherings, restrained stakes, and genteel decorum.
  Cards appeared in homes, at assemblies, in inn parlours; games could be as fashionable as clothing or furniture styles.  Hospitality was more than just entertaining; in showing their material wealth to their circles, the middling sort projected an image of prosperity, of success, of credit-worthiness.
  


Then there is the “excitement” factor.  There have always been those whose favourite leisure activities included the tingle of danger, whether it be physical, emotional, or financial.  For such people, the suspense inherent in such pursuits is beneficial, perhaps cathartic, as long as the situation resolves itself and the accumulated tension is fully released, as happens, for example, at the conclusion of a hand at whist.
  In making a conscious choice to toss coins into the pool, players exert a different form of control over their actions, framing new, often expanded boundaries for their behaviour.  Play allows a feeling of freedom, a refreshing rush of excitement; for most players, the wider range of activities still has its limits, and control is not entirely switched off, merely relaxed.
  


For many, the escape from the boredom of routine, safe activities is enough to loosen the strings of the card-purse.  Once play begins, the object is not so much to win as it is to keep playing, to keep the game rolling along and to continue the pleasurable thrill, the suspenseful edginess of a stimulating battle.
  This drive to push the limits of society’s norms is part of the joyous rush of exciting situations.
  Contemporary diaries and letters reveal that middling players observed tacitly set parameters for their play, balancing the risks they allowed themselves against their natural caution.
  Playing, as they did, within their own cultural norms, these players may well have seen their risk as minimal: their stakes, over time, were consistent, their losses generally small.  Then, too, the risks they ran over a deck of cards were voluntary ones, and they could (and did) excuse themselves at any time.  

Social interaction had its useful side as well.  For young men just beginning professional or commercial careers, cards could provide a smooth entrée to their new circle.  Card clubs and public assemblies often included very prominent citizens, and useful contacts could be made in making up a table.
  Being on an easy social footing with a potential employer or a possible patron might make the difference between a dead-end job and a fast track to advancement.  More than mere career ambition hung in the balance: for many middling men, a solid financial footing was essential for marriage and the assumption of fully adult status.


Card games may also have had a natural appeal for people who relied on their wits for economic survival.  Enlightenment thinking - the drive for order and rationality - certainly influenced middling thinking with regard to the running and improvement of business.
  In the same way, it may well have shaped their choice of leisure activities; this period saw a marked shift away from blood sports, in favour of more rational pastimes.  Music, conversation, and games of strategy embodied the rational exercise of human intellect and ability.
  


Cards, in particular, lent themselves to the leisure hours of the middle classes.  Card play made use of skills they had in hand, and could be justified on the basis of keeping in practice or of teaching children, often included in social occasions.  Card play is a form of applied numeracy, since many games required addition during hands and score-keeping, as well as the arithmetic involved in calculating winnings or losses.  This, too was extended to children, who were taught to keep their own accounts.
  Well-ordered and detailed account-keeping was vitally important in the business and professional worlds; the careful records kept by middling players reflect their preoccupation with their financial well-being.
  Divinity student John Smith kept a “Card Account” for each year from January to December, noting the amounts won and lost over that time; a multi-year running balance reassured him that his pastime was not running him into the red.
  Parson James Woodforde also kept careful records, not only of his own gains and losses, but of those of his niece Nancy, whose dismal fortunes at cards resulted in frequent card debts, both to him and to others in their circle.
  For the more mathematically ambitious, many games lent themselves to the calculation of odds based on the cards played.  The orderly, forward-looking thinking required by many strategic games was second nature to the merchant and professional classes. 

Likewise, the systematic framework provided by increasingly detailed rules and play-systems were a good fit for people accustomed to methodical business procedures.  Risk could be managed through knowledge of those rules: this is where Hoyle and his imitators were so important.
  The co-operative nature of partner games echoed the teamwork necessary in successful partnered firms or businesses, and the fair dealing expected in the workaday world translated naturally to the card table.
  Low-stakes gaming, especially for middling children, would have been good training for the sort of co-operation, give-and-take, flexibility and sharing of responsibility that business required, and it all happened in a setting where relatively little was being risked, no long-term commitment required.


But why play for money? Entries such as “played for diversion, staking no money” appear only rarely in eighteenth-century diaries; what made no-stakes games so unusual? Perhaps placing a money stake, no matter how small, really did “make it interesting” - or perhaps the moralists were right, and greed spilled coins onto the table.  The diaries, however, tell a different story: writers very seldom betrayed excessive glee at winning, even in the privacy of their own pages.  The vast majority do mention wins, sometimes in some detail; they clearly enjoyed coming out on top, even when the actual winnings were very small.  Also, unlike losses, which came out of a player’s pocket or purse, winnings did not really have to be accounted for – and yet, time after time, they were carefully, almost lovingly recorded.  It is probably safe to say, then, that these people played to win, but they were not playing to earn money – that is, they were not spurred on by avarice as a rule.


The truth may lie in the role a money stake plays in a betting game.  In some games, a stake is an inherent component; brag, a forerunner of modern poker, is an eighteenth-century example.  Others, such as whist or commerce, could be played without a stake but traditionally included one as a matter of course.
  Before the game began, the purpose of cash was to allow a player into the game.  Once at the table, money placed in the pool was reduced to a symbolic token: no longer was it the means to buy stockings, pay the servants, or tip the sedan-chair man.  It had become merely a means to an end, and that end was further play.  This is an example of Erving Goffman’s concept of “rules of irrelevance”, in which players accept a common system of values which relate to that particular game and that gathering.
  The frequent use of gaming tokens was an outward sign of such a common system; as long as one had money, one could continue to relish the cut and thrust of the game.
  When the game ended, money again assumed its former cash value, and another as well: it acted as a measure of success or failure.  Records of play, with their frequent accountings for both wins and losses, support this theory.


Many players’ comments reflect the changeable nature of the cash stake.  Why not play for token objects? Why does a stake require intrinsic value? Many theories agree that risking even a small amount of cash sharpens players’ focus on the game, resulting in a well-played, hard-fought match.
  Taking this one step further, Richard Rosenthal suggests that the money on the table represents not just its own cash value, but some aspect of the player’s very self, her judgement, his worth and standing.
  To fully commit to the game, the gambler must be represented by something of actual worth - are you not worth much more than a matchstick? Given their sense of the importance of money to one’s value in the community, middling players might have found this concept a reasonable one.   



Can we say, then, that playing cards for money was consistent with middle-class attitudes and behaviour? Can we argue the opposite, that middling players of all stripes were kicking at their strait-laced traces as they took up their cards? While the stereotype of the prudent Puritan has dominated some characterisations of middle-class life, the written record insists on a broader view.  Certainly, caution and careful business decisions were the lodestar of the merchant and professional class; for those operating with unlimited liability, how could it have been otherwise? It is an oversimplification, however, to argue that gaming, as an exemplar of aristocratic status display and libertine enjoyment, was an inversion of bourgeois “economic rationality”.
  If the middle classes had found gaming to be a complete antithesis of their way of life, evidence of play would be very hard to find, but there are too many surviving accounts of merry evenings over cards for a middling/gaming disconnect to be believable.  Play in such a variety of situations suggests that middle-class players, having settled the amount of risk they could accept, were perfectly comfortable in their choice of pastime.  


Risk in card-playing situations may have held fewer terrors for the middling sort than the moral questions posed by anti-gaming agitators.  In the cauldron of eighteenth-century commerce, any connection with vice or hints of unstable judgement could be fatal to a business.  For the trading and professional classes, optics were as important as realities: the merchant, his staff, and his family could ill afford to be linked to irresponsible play.
  Fathers were warned to rein in their sons, to forestall their descent to depravity, to prevent the spread of vice in the next generation of England’s economic engine.


Others, however, noted the parallels between success in business and at play.  “Partnership in Whist is an Emblem of Partnership in Trade,” declaimed a character in a play of 1753.  “It shews how much depends upon good Partnership; and I will venture to say, That a good Whist-Player will make both a good Partner and a good Merchant.”
  In business, profits have always been a measure of a merchant’s success; similarly, one’s winnings at cards could act as a numerical measure of a player’s success.  The careful score-keeping, the accounting of amounts won and lost, and the order and discipline of these players’ favourite card games echoed, and fully suited, their tidy lives.  Balancing the needs of genteel hospitality with careful management of business and household spending, most middling people aimed for moderation, rather than rigid denial of the agreeable aspects of life.


In setting such limits, these players were exercising as much control as they could over an inherently uncontrollable scenario, and the parallels between carding and business cautions are clear.  Card play may have been “war games” behaviour, a training-ground for risk perception and mitigation.  By bringing gaming into their time away from the risk-tolerant environment of the workplace, these players may have been normalising risk, demonstrating the damping effect of moderation and control on this potential powder-keg. 
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