
 
 

What this article is about 

Many gambling studies focus on biomedical models of 
addiction. However, it is also important to look at the 
social and cultural aspects of gambling. This is 
especially true when studying Indigenous gambling 
and how casinos affect Indigenous communities. 

Casinos can raise money for housing, education, and 
cultural programs for Indigenous peoples in Canada. 
However, casinos can also harm Indigenous 
communities. They can contribute to addictions and 
can trap communities both politically and 
economically. Few studies have looked at Indigenous 
gambling in Canada using theories from Indigenous 
cultures. 

This article proposes an Indigenous-specific theory of 
casinos. This theory is that casinos are modern forms 
of the windigo. The windigo is an Algonquian concept 
of giants or monsters who consume humans. 
Windigos have great spiritual and physical power. 
Some definitions of windigos note that they were 
once humans, who turned into windigos.  

Historically, the windigo is interpreted as reflecting 
the dangers of selfishness and over-consumption. The 
modern windigo reflects the harms of capitalism and 
environmental destruction. It also reflects the 
intergenerational trauma that colonialism has caused 
for Indigenous peoples. For example, some 
Anishinaabe and Cree writers have interpreted 
modern windigos as representing residential school 
priests who culturally and sexually abused Indigenous 
students. 

 

What was done? 

The author used Indigenous-specific theory to 
examine how casinos affect Indigenous communities.  
The author examined this from several angles 
including: 

• Reviewing Indigenous gambling revenue 
agreements in Ontario, and Indigenous-State 
relations. 

• Studying Indigenous casinos in the context of 
colonialism. 

• Looking at the lived experiences of Indigenous 
communities with casinos. 

• Understanding these lived experiences through 
windigo narratives, from both historical legends 
and modern-day examples. 
 

The author’s research focused on the experiences of 
Indigenous peoples in Ontario, Canada. The author 
examined the effects of Casino Rama, which is 
marketed as “Ontario’s only First Nations resort 
casino”. 

What you need to know 

Why is this article important? 

This article explores the effects of casinos and 
Indigenous-provincial gambling revenue 
agreements on Indigenous peoples in Canada. It is 
important because it uses Indigenous 
anthropology to explore these effects. Specifically, 
the author proposes that casinos are modern-day 
windigos. Windigos are Algonquian concepts of 
monsters who consume others in the community. 
Considering casinos as windigos can help to 
understand the harms they inflict on Indigenous 
communities. 
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Casino Rama opened in 1996 and is hosted by the 
Chippewas of Rama in Ontario. The casino creates job 
opportunities and revenue for Indigenous 
communities. However, it has also caused many 
disputes around the distributions of profits from the 
casino. It has caused disputes between Indigenous 
groups, as well as between Indigenous groups and the 
Province of Ontario.  

Casino Rama also does not represent Indigenous 
culture accurately. For example, it uses Indigenous 
imagery aimed at non-Indigenous tourists for 
marketing purposes. The imagery of the casino does 
not reflect bimaadiziwin, which is the cultural concept 
of “a holistic, healthy way of life”. 

The presence of Casino Rama has changed the 
Chippewas of Rama community. For example, it has 
increased traffic from Toronto to the casino and 
caused more property development. An Elder from 
the community noted that “the casino is buying all the 
houses”. It is changing the community space and 
causing community members to move farther away. 
The author noted that many people from the 
community avoid the casino, but others gamble at it 
and experience gambling harms. 

Historically, windigo narratives focus on a community 
member transforming into a windigo because of 
selfishness and greed. After this transformation, they 
hurt the community by consuming community 
members. The windigo can be used as a story to teach 
about the dangers of selfish behaviour and over-
consumption. Capitalism and colonialism can be seen 
as modern day windigo, which harm and “consume” 
communities. Casinos and Indigenous-provincial 
gambling agreements can also be seen as windigos. 
When the Rama Elder said the casino was “buying all 
the houses”, he described the casino as if it is an 
invisible being that consumes homes. In this way, the 
casino is consuming the community. It can also hurt 
community members directly through gambling 
harms. 

 

 

Who is it intended for? 

This article is intended for gambling researchers and 
Indigenous anthropologists. The author wrote this 
article in response to calls for Indigenous 
anthropologists to produce knowledge using 
Indigenous theories and everyday experiences. 
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About Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) 

Greo has partnered with the Knowledge Mobilization 
Unit at York University to produce Research 
Snapshots. Greo is an independent knowledge 
translation and exchange organization with almost 
two decades of international experience in 
generating, synthesizing, and mobilizing research into 
action across the health and wellbeing sectors. Greo 
helps organizations improve their strategies, policies, 
and practices by harnessing the power of evidence 
and stakeholder insight. 

Learn more about Greo by visiting greo.ca or emailing 
info@greo.ca. 
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