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Civil Rights and Employment Equity
in Las Vegas Casinos
The Failed Enforcement of the Casino Consent Decree,
1971 - 1986

JEFFREY J. SALLAZ

INTRODUCTION

Alongside the explosive growth of Las Vegas during the midtwentieth cen-
tury, there arose a cottage industry of popular, academic, and governmental
exposés condemning the secret source of the city’s success: financing by orga-
nized crime syndicates." As publicly traded corporations have come to domi-
nate the Nevada casino market since the 1980s,? the dominant narrative of this
part of Nevada history has shifted in tone from denial to a mythology that
treats mob funding as a necessary, even romantic, stage in the evolution of an
industry long shunned by moralistic mainstream investors.® Another of th.e
industry’s former stigmas has received similar treatment: the Las Vegas casi-
nos’ discriminatory practices toward racial minorities. Once labeled bosses of
the “Mississippi of the West” because of their refusal to allow minorities to
gamble in their stores, Las Vegas casino owners during the 1960s and 1970s—
with a little prodding from civil-rights groups and progressive state politicians—
opened up their pits to gamblers of all stripes. As with the usurpation of the
mob’s domain by corporate capital, the casino’s “modernization” of their treat-
ment of minority consumers is viewed as having been overdetermined by eco-
nomic forces, namely, the profit motive: “For the casino owners, economic self-
interest would beat out racial anxiety every time . .. The casino resort was now
a truly democratic institution that took the money of all gamblers with(?u.t re-
gard to race, religion, sex, or creed.”* Today, the racial demographics of visitors
to Las Vegas are remarkably representative of the population of the United
States as a whole.®

The author is a Ph.D. candidate in sociology at the University of California, Berkeley.
His dissertation is a comparative ethnography of table-game operations in Nevada and
South Africa. He has also published on the legalization of tribal casinos in California,
the experience of blackjack dealing in Nevada, and conventions of casino design around
the world. For advice and assistance concerning the present article, he wishes to thank
Alan Balboni, Michael Burawoy, Su-Kim Chung, Michael Green, Eugene Moehring, Hal
Rothman, and David Schwartz.
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