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Sticks, Stones and Broken Bones 

This lesson gives students an opportunity to explore the meanings ancient peoples gave to gambling and 
reflect on what their early notions might tell us about gambling today. 

Gambling has been around in various forms for thousands of years. Many ancient peoples, including the 
Romans and Mesopotamians, played with animal bones known as astragali (the area just above the heel bone). 
Over time, bones were fashioned into dice: Indigenous Peoples in New Mexico made small bone disks with 
ticked edges and around 3000 BCE the Mesopotamians created six-sided bone dice. Other forms of gambling 
included board games and racing. For instance, the Chinese bet on dog and horse races and people in India 
bet on chariots races.  

But how did gambling start? No one can say for sure. Some historians suggest gambling grew out of a 
fascination among ancient peoples with chance and mysterious things they couldn’t explain (the ever-present 
unknown). This line of reasoning contends that past peoples threw objects like sticks, stones and bones as a 
way to predict the future or guide their decisions and eventually they progressed to placing bets on the 
outcome of a throw.     

/research/centres/cisur/assets/docs/iminds/gam-sticks-stones-broken-bones-hdt.pdf


 
Instructional Outline  

 

www.iminds.ca 2017 – Permission to copy or adapt for educational purposes Page 2 
 

b. 



 
Instructional Outline  

 

www.iminds.ca 2017 – 

https://curriculum.gov.bc.ca/competencies/critical_thinking/illustration/3879
http://www.uvic.ca/research/centres/carbc/assets/docs/iminds/hs-gambling-curriculum.pdf
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Social studies 7 
Big idea 
• Religious and cultural practices that emerged during this period have endured and continue to influence 

people  
Competencies 
• Explain different perspectives on past or present people, places, issues, or events, and compare the 

values, worldviews, and beliefs of human cultures and societies in different times and places (perspective) 
• Assess the significance of people, places, events, or developments at particular times and places 

(significance) 
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