
Ethnography

Lesley Schwab

Cultural Anthropology 

Melissa Schaefer

2/23/2011

Introduction


The culture that I studied was the gambling culture, or the casino culture. I observed many things about this culture. I went to two different parts of Nevada to really get what it is like in this culture. And I really found a huge difference between the two. The time of day was also a factor in this observations things change dramatically at different times of the day. In terms of the people I would be observing. I selected this group because I have always wondered what drove people to gamble there life away. And what was so appealing about spending time in a casino. It also occurred to me by observing these people, a lot of them knew each other. Some of these people were in these casinos all of the time. I believe that these people that go to these casinos are a definite culture. They have relativity very similar things for instance ages. With specific jargon. And very specific rituals and rules. The specifics I will get into later. The way this came about was I was in Las Vegas a month ago and caught myself staring at people, people watching. So i thought this would be a great thing to write about. I have never been intrigued with gambling so I wanted to observe other people and maybe better understand the attraction. 

Field Research Methods


The method I used mainly was participant observation. The majority of my hours in the casino were sitting and observing taking notes. This to me was the best way to gather information. In this situation no one really wants to be bothered with questions when they are gambling. I also got the chance to talk to some of the dealers in the casinos. I was really surprised at what I observed. I felt sad and very bad for these people. Vegas was a completely different experience than Wendover. I kind of had culture shock, its just far from anything that I would enjoy doing on a regular basis. After finishing these observations I was almost more intrigued by these places and culture. 

Description of Cultural Activities


With this Ethnography I went to two different places. I wanted to see how the same types places would be different or even if there were going to be a huge different. So I have to do these descriptions in two different sections.


So the first casino I went to was the Palazzo in Las Vegas. This was the hotel I was staying in. The casino itself was beautiful. When you walk in you see an amazing courtyard with a beautiful fountain and bright light coming from the huge glass windows. Everything about this casino was beautiful. The casino floor itself was also amazing. Very clean with very large ceilings. All the tables were spread out with plenty of room to walk around them. Plenty of walk ways around the casino to get around. Even a walkway that was smoke free. Which is rare in Las Vegas. Other than the entrance casinos are always designed to have no windows and no clocks, they want you to lose track of time in them. But the smoke in the air was fine, the air was very circulated. The people gambling were young people and people in there late forties. Everyone was dressed fairly nice. No one was wearing pajamas or anything like that. In Casinos they have very specific rules according to the games being played. But under it all it seems as they have other unspoken rules. Within the regular customers. They use specific jargon while gambling i.e. Hit, Fold and Stay. You would have to learn how to play before hand or observe for a good amount of time. I had a very hard time trying to figure out any of these rules and jargon. The cultural norms in casinos are a lot different from everyday norms. Drinking is accepted and encouraged at anytime of day or night. They have liquor coming around to tables and slots twenty four seven. Even when I went to the casino to observe in the morning they were all drinking. The majority of people I saw gambling at the tables were men.  And at the slot machines were a lot of women. I wonder what divides the genders. Are men more comfortable gambling with others? Are women secluding themselves for a reason? For the two times I went to this particular casino I never really saw the same people. But maybe that was just because this casino is so large. One of the things I saw was a group of men at around 10 pm, being very disrespectful to one of the cocktail waitresses. In this casino the cocktail waitresses are young good looking women who wear very short outfits with cleave showing. They must have been very intoxicated. The waitress let them say some vulgar things to her a few times. You could tell that they were obsessing her. After a few of these comments she finally called over some sort of security. The security officer took them aside and spoke to them, but letting them continue to gamble. This was very interesting to me. With all the alcohol flowing this must be a fairly common occurrence. They must deal with this a lot. But in most places outside of casinos that behavior would not be tolerated at all. They are way more lax about some common ways to act. For an outsider you would have to understand the rules to all these games. Because if you don’t, as I have seen people get very upset and frustrated. You also have to understand that most of these people are intoxicated and not to be messed with. A very volatile place I believe. 


So the second location I went to was the Montego Bay in Wendover. I needed to get more observation hours, and my six closed guy friends were more than happy to go with me. I am not a huge drinker so it was easy for me to observe this trip. I wanted to see how my very usually respectable male friends would act in this situation, it almost seems to bring the worst out in people. The casinos are built to put you in a certain mind frame. This casino was very different from the casino in Las Vegas. It is not even close to the size of the other one. It is very dark with neon lights all around. It has no rhyme or reason to the set up. The slot machines are everywhere and groups of tables to play. It almost seems designed to confuse people. Needless to  say the clientele was completely different. All older people some very old. And no one was dressed in nice clothes ( other than us haha). This casino is very loud. This time I wanted to get more involved in the culture. I tried to play the games with the help of my friends. But it is very hard to do this, people get very upset when you ask a lot of questions. I was doing this on a Sunday night. I wanted to see this casino in the morning. So the next morning I ventured down around 9am. This is when I was really shocked. People were still up from the night before still gambling. And they were still drinking. It was so strange to sit with a coffee and a note pad. I watched a woman sit at a slot machine, and not even look up once in an hour. I was getting a lot of odd looks, I think people were getting kinda distracted by me. I am surprised no one came over to ask me what I was doing. Another thing I observed it seemed at this casino people knew each other. The bartenders were speaking with multiple people asking how the family was. So this means that they have a lot of returning customers. Some people probably rarely leave. Which is so sad to think of. This place made me feel very depressed and sad. Which I think is the exact opposite of what they are trying to accomplish. 

Conclusion


This culture serves as a distraction from peoples real lives I believe. It is suppose to be fun and exciting. I think it in moderation could be very fun to do every once in a while. But for some it is a life style, its all they do. It’s an addiction for some. It is very addicting when you are winning. All you want to do is win more. And when you are down you will try everything to win it back. You are chasing some sort of high. This group exists for profit, and fun. But to me it is not very much fun. This experience has really effected  me. I will never look at gambling the same way. Sure it’s fun. But I think the negatives of gambling out weigh the positives. 

Areas for Future Research


I will return to Wendover and Las Vegas eventually again. I would like to research this more. I want to focus on the ways casinos manipulate people into becoming addicted to gambling. I know there is a huge psychology to all of it. Everything is done for a reason. If I got back that is what I would want to focus on. 


