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Indigenous peoples across America played games for a diversity of reasons. 

While a few studies have explored the role of games such as lacrosse, this remains an 

area in need of more scholarly exploration. Barbara Voorhies attempts to address this 

dearth, by bringing together a group of anthropologists who offer methodologically 

innovative studies of the significance and role of games found throughout pre-historic 

North America. Many of these studies build on theories first proposed by ethnographer 

Stewart Culin and play-theorist Brian Sutton-Smith. Culin catalogued and identified 

games of physical skill, strategy or chance, while Sutton-Smith argued that play draws on 

four distinct narratives: frivolity, fate, power and identity. The essays contained in this 

volume offer important case studies that provoke readers to question our understandings 

about not only the historical role of games but also the contemporary, as Indigenous 

communities continue to find meaning and cultural value in games today.   

The breadth of these chapters is impressive, geographically spanning the width of 

the continent, with the exception of the Pacific Coast and the Arctic. Some studies focus 

on specific games, like Lacrosse or chunkey, while others focus on the variety of games 

offered by specific societies, such as the Iroquois and Anishinaabeg peoples of the Great 

Lakes region. Some studies examine how games functioned differently along gender 

lines, or helped to teach specific gendered roles within society (chapters 2, 6, 9, 10, and 

11). Chapter 10 does a particularly nice job of identifying the often-invisible ancestral 

Apache women’s presence in the archaeological record by finding evidence of gender 

specific stave-dice gaming in a case study of the Three Sisters site of southeastern 



Arizona. The later chapters move the analysis to Mesoamerica, exploring the role of 

Chalcatzingo figurines in children’s socialization, the Mayan ritual practice of patolli, the 

communal role of ballgames in building connections across cultural and political divides, 

an enthralling look at acrobats that challenges dichotomies between art and athletics, and 

an investigation into the role of magical thinking through Aztec gambling games that 

implores us to see similarities today. One chapter examines slavery as a consequence of 

gambling games in a diversity of societies across North America. 

The chapters work quite well together, as quite a few offer complimentary views 

of the same society or game. For example, chapters 8 and 9 find connections between 

games in Utah based societies – as the former analyzes games of the farming and 

foraging Fremont Complex peoples of the Great Salt Lake region, while the latter uses 

games to distinguish and trace the unique cultural history of the Promontory Point big 

game hunters. The essays as a group benefit from shared communication between the 

authors, as quite a few reference and build on arguments made by each other. Despite the 

varied topics, thematically the essays together show that “the games people played offer a 

unique perspective on where people were from, who they met, and how they traversed 

often precarious, alien social landscapes.” (p. 162) 

 The authors draw on innovative methodologies throughout the book, and quite a 

few consider the relevance of these games for contemporary native communities. It is a 

little surprising to see that only chapter 2 worked with contemporary tribal members in a 

collaborative approach. A frequent theme of these works is the ubiquity of gambling 

games, and multiple essays point to the continued relevance of gaming for contemporary 

Native communities, suggesting ways to understand Indian gaming today. Gambling 



often served as a means of wealth distribution, a social leveler. For many contemporary 

native societies, gambling continues to provide opportunities to strengthen cultural ties 

and identity “in the face of overwhelming cultural pressures from the dominant society.” 

(p. 17) Overall, this book presents an important contribution to an understudied but 

fascinating topic. 
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