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This volume brings together fourteen papers by twelve scholars in the field, probing the 
gambling industry in Macau, especially but not exclusively after its liberalization in 2002. 
Analyses are conducted from the viewpoints of global and local politics, Beijing-SAR 
relations, economic development, education, crime and mass media. While self-professed as 
“within the academic realm of social sciences” (p. 8), the book also offers clear and 
unambiguous moral voices as well. Chan Ming K. of Stanford University hails this 
publication as “the most complete academic volume discussing the social impact of Macau 
SAR’s gambling industry to date” (lxviii). This is a strong claim. But the readers will find 
stronger evidence in this book still in its favor. 

 
A single thread that connects the various chapters is the concept of “casino capitalism”. In 

the editors’ own words, it is defined as “economic development and prosperity being built 
primarily on casino and gambling development” (p. 3). Within this framework, naturally 
enough, pseudo-imperialism and the “oppressed classes” are among the more contentious 
contents. Sonny Lo, for instance, argues that Macau’s gambling industry, helped by the 
government, has been capitalizing on the “suppression of the workers” (對工人的鎮壓, p. 
70). Chan Ming K., on the other hand, employs the idea of “Havanaization” to compare the 
influence of American investments in Cuban politics in the pre-revolution era via the thriving 
gambling industry then, and the potential, selfsame American connection in the Macau SAR 
at present (xxxiv-xxxix).  

 
An intriguing chapter indeed is devoted to the discussion of this problem of “foreign 

influence” by Cheng Ti Jie of the University of Macau, in which the local debates over 
“negating” versus “affirming” foreign casino capital are analyzed. Whereas the “negators” 
employ an admixture of nationalism and xenophobia to propagate their message (e.g. “The 
US has already brought two flagships [i.e. Sands and the Venetian] to the doorsteps of 
China … to occupy Macau, and to further control Mainland China, this is also on the agenda 
of American capital” [p. 177]) , the “affirmers” point to the economic benefits brought on by 
“foreign capital” (p. 178), and even the “improvements” on the age-old Chinese ills of human 
trafficking and money laundering (p. 183). This problem is further complicated by an 
“ongoing mystery” concerning how Sands/The Venetian had acquired a “sub-license” in the 
first place: the Beijing-Olympic Games-Macau connection, as referred to in Bruce Kwong 
Kam-Kwan’s chapter (pp. 36-39). If there was indeed such a link, it is only reasonable to ask: 
when it was in the national interest – perceived by leaders in Beijing then – to trade a Macau 
casino license with a ticket to host the Games, who are Macau citizens to decry the 
“siphoning” of national wealth through and “foreign interference” in the SAR? In fact, Sonny 
Lo’s own chapter hints at the continuing problem of “power vacuum” in Macau, namely, both 
then and now, casino capitalists had only to deal with the real power-holders in 
Portugal/Beijing, instead of the “government” of the enclave (pp. 68-69). 

 
Other hard questions are also raised regarding church-state relations. In the short chapter of 

Beatrice Leung’s, the diametrically opposite reactions towards legalized gambling among 
Catholic communities in Hong Kong, Taiwan and Macau, from organized rejection to 
collaborative silence, are discussed. Leung explains that the latter’s unusual reaction as a 
Christian community is due to the historical dependence of the Macau church on the 
government, long developed since the Portuguese era. “This harmonious ‘church-state 
relationship’ has tied up the government and the church with each other; the church derives 
financial support from the government, but under the shadow of this support … the role of 
the church as moral and spiritual leadership in social issues is forsaken” (p. 170). 

 
One wonders, though, given the fact that the Macao diocese does not seem to be financially 

in need, whether other factors are in play instead. For instance, if one examines the political 
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opinions of local clerics, it is not difficult to detect, on the one hand, a certain sense of 
pessimism in the church’s power to influence government policy, and on the other, a 
preference for private over public communication. As Bishop José Lai was reported in a 2007 
INTERNATIONAL HERALD TRIBUNE article as having said: “If I need to say something, I can 
write to [the Chief Executive] or make an appointment with him … I don’t need to go to the 
streets.” 

 
Either way, if one looks beyond the oft- (or too oft-) cited economic statistics of Macau in 

the past decade or so, a darker reality is increasingly difficult to ignore: rising problem- and 
pathological-gambling (by more than half between 2003 and 2007; xl), lowering rate of 
continuing education after secondary school (from over 80% in 2000 to about 70% at present; 
p. 150), increasing signs of corruption such as vote-buying caused by casino capitalism (pp. 
43-48) and rising dependence (or addiction?) of the government on gambling revenues. A 
remarkable change of mind also seems to have taken place in just a couple of years’ time: in 
a 2005 survey by the local Anglican Church, 75.9% of the Macau youth interviewed 
responded that “the gambling industry brings more harm than good”. The same figure 
dropped to 30.8% in 2007 (p. 166). This corresponds to another research cited by Chou 
Kwok-Ping’s chapter on the Singaporean gambling experience, that the Chinese consistently 
outrank other ethnic groups in terms of their unwariness towards gambling (p. 225). 

 
Which brings us to an objectionable point raised by Ma Pui Wan in the volume. Ma seems 

to concur with the popular assertion that “gaming (博彩) is not necessarily gambling (賭博), 
but gambling is a kind of gaming” (p. 141). Not a few other contributors have precisely 
pointed to such euphemization as a characteristic of “casino capitalism” in Macau. One 
wonders whether Ma’s play of words actually adds to the confusion or clarification. For 
victims of Macau’s gambling activities, such whitewashing is no different from calling forced 
sexual slaves as “comfort women”. At any rate, a more critical reflection on the social impact 
of euphemisms like “gambling/gaming”, “casino/entertainment hall (賭場 /娛樂場 )”, 
“Tapmachai/gaming agents (沓碼仔/博彩中介人)” and so on, is called for. 

 
Aside from this, it is difficult to be disappointed by the volume. While it may not be as 

“complete” as Chan Ming K. has claimed it to be (for instance, it is yet to be explored in 
what ways the people-to-people relationships between Macau, the Mainland and Hong Kong 
are affected by casino capitalism; what are Macau citizens’ responsibilities towards their 
gambling industry’s “social impact” out there, where it is the most acute?), it is certainly a 
most forthright compilation. One awaits its sequel. How about: Macau’s Casino Development 
and Its Impact on Greater China? 
 
 
 
Martin Chung Chi-Kei is a PhD Candidate, European Studies, at the University of Hong 
Kong. A Catholic Macauren, he has advocated legislation against “secondhand gambling” 
(二手賭博) – that is, injustice committed against people who do not gamble but are victims 
of others’ Macau gambling activities. Among other things, he advocates the establishment of 
legal avenues for such victims to seek redress, especially the prohibition on casino entry 
against the victimizers, as well as the extension of the restriction on local civil servants to 
enter Macau casinos to cover also Mainland, Hong Kong and Taiwan officials. 
 


