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Las Vegas is famous, and infamous, for repeatedly reinventing 
itself. The continual changes in tourism, architecture, and 
population, however, do not occur by the fiat of an invisible 
neon hand. Instead, the people who live, work, and play in Las 
Vegas constitute a dynamic and paradoxical culture that is 
entrepreneurial and nostalgic, liberal and conservative, honest 
and illusory. To find out what happens in Las Vegas, we need to 
search for it first. This exhibit is comprised of sociological 
studies about urban culture and urban demography in Las 
Vegas. 

The exhibit features visual representations of research 
conducted by University of Nevada, Las Vegas graduate 
students from Dr. Michael Ian Borer’s Urban Field Methods 
Seminar (SOC 757) and Dr. Christie Batson’s Urban 
Demography and Population Studies Seminar (SOC 717). 
Though the search for Las Vegas remains, especially as the 
city’s culture, population, and built environment continue to 
morph, these studies provide a firm base to foster dialogues 
about what Las Vegas was, what it is, and what it can become. 

 

 

 

 

 



Dr. Christie Batson  
 
Dr. Batson is Assistant Professor of Sociology at the University of 
Nevada, Las Vegas. She completed her Ph.D. in Sociology at The Ohio 
State University in 2007 and is a proud undergraduate alumnus of The 
University of Texas at Austin. Her work centers on social demographic 
issues of immigrants in the United States, including intermarriage, 
fertility, and occupational mobility. She is currently overseeing several 
urban sociology projects including neighborhoods and crime, and 

foreclosures in Las Vegas research using the Las Vegas Metropolitan Area Social Survey.  
 
 

 
Dr. Michael Ian Borer 
 
 Fear and Loathing and Zombies: Popular Culture in Las Vegas 
 
Many of the pessimistic popular and academic tropes about cities decry 
their influence on individuals’ minds, bodies, and souls. Las Vegas—a 
city known for gambling, sex, and other presumed signs of hedonism and 
debauchery—has often been depicted as the pinnacle or prime exemplar 
of urban problems and fears. American popular culture provides an 

entry point to examine those problems and fears and the ways that people make sense of their 
real and imagined social realities. The rising interest in the rising (un)dead (i.e., zombies) has 
spawned a vast genre of narratives that depicts contemporary social concerns and imagined 
futures. This project shows how cities and zombies play important characters in these 
dramatic, and sometimes comedic, narratives. I examine the practice of popular culture as it 
moves from movie screens and comic books into the embodied and emplaced culture of Las 
Vegas. As such, I aim to uncover the creative ways that individuals and groups adopt and adapt 
their collective imagination and collective memory to address urban issues in and with popular 
culture. 
 
Dr. Borer is Associate Professor of Sociology at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. He holds a 
B.A. in Anthropology and Sociology from Lafayette College, an M.A. in Religious Studies from 
Boston University, and a Ph.D. in Sociology from Boston University. He is the editor of The 
Varieties of Urban Experience: The American City and the Practice of Culture (UA Press, 2006), 
the author of Faithful to Fenway: Believing in Boston, Baseball, and America’s Most Beloved 
Ballpark (NYU Press, 2008), and co-author of Urban People and Places: The Sociology of Cities, 
Suburbs, and Towns (SAGE, 2013). He was elected and served as the 2011-12 Vice President of 
the Society for the Study of Symbolic Interaction. His research and teaching focusses on 
urbanism, popular culture, and the “sacred.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Nicholas Baxter 
 
A Mirage in an Urban Desert 
 
Las Vegas is a city of contradiction in many ways, but no contradiction is 
more striking to me than its existence as both “paradise” and “urban 
desert” which seems to simultaneously cloak and draw attention to the 
environmental crisis that is Las Vegas. As a means of understanding the 
role that nature plays as a cultural object in urban environments, I 

analyze an assortment of garden spaces in Las Vegas Strip Casinos. My analysis is the result of 
participant observation in seven Strip casinos as well as interviews and informal conversations 
with casino garden employees and visitors. The goal of the project is to highlight the presence 
of nature on the Strip as a way of addressing questions about the sustainability and experience 
of nature in Las Vegas. Research questions include: (1) How is nature presented on the strip? 
(2) How do people experience and interact within these spaces? (3) What relationship is 
fostered with nature based on these experiences? (4) What does this relationship say about 
city-nature relationship and the sustainability of Las Vegas? By critically examining casino 
gardens on the Strip I draw attention to the construction and presentation of a “tropical 
mirage” in the desert landscape of Las Vegas.  
 
Nick is from Illinois where he received his M.A. in Sociology from Northern Illinois University. 
He is a Ph.D. candidate in sociology at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. Nick’s research 
interests include environment sociology, urban studies, and culture. The project shown here is 
part of a larger body of work analyzing the relationship of nature in the city. 
 
 

Raeven Faye Chandler 
 
The Port of Las Vegas 
 
Clark County, Nevada is home to over 1.9 million people. Roughly 22% 
are immigrants, making Las Vegas a New Destination for foreign-born 
populations. Las Vegas is described as an emerging immigrant gateway 
city, as it had very low proportions of foreign born residents until 1970, 
followed by high percentages post 1980 (3.9% foreign born in 1970, as 

compared to 16.5% in 2000). Unlike older gateway cities, foreign born residents in emerging 
gateways are more likely to be from parts of Asia or Latin America. As almost one quarter of 
the residents in our city are foreign born, it is imperative that we understand who these 
individuals are, what roles they comprise in our community, and what challenges they are 
facing. We must also acknowledge that not all immigrants are the same and thus, immigrant 
necessities may vary by group. In order to build a stronger Las Vegas Valley, we need to direct 
our attention to these changes in population and focus on what improvements we can make 
for the betterment of our community as a whole.  
 
Raeven  is a doctoral student in the Department of Sociology at the University of Nevada, Las 
Vegas. Her areas of research interest include environmental inequalities, health disparities, 
and race and ethnic relations. 
 
 
 



Christopher T. Conner 
 
The Disneyfication of Dance Music Culture 
 
Las Vegas has recently been identified the Electronic Dance Music 
(EDM) capital of the world. Yet, at the same time, much of the EDM 
culture has been obliterated by the larger forces of commodification. In 
many ways EDM culture has become Disneyfied. As the culture industry 
has colonized this indigenous culture, it has produced changes within it 

to make it more like an industry. The culture industry has smoothed out the rough edges, 
making it more palatable for a general consumer demographic. As a deviant subculture, EDM 
was not a profitable entity and met with heavy resistance by government officials. As a 
Disneyfied consumer culture, EDM has been sanitized. Resistance to authority has taken a 
backseat to hedonism, power, and consumption. The media once demonized early EDM culture 
but now embraces it as a necessary vital component of the economies of post-industrial cities. 
The study of EDM culture in Las Vegas has particular significance as EDM promoters try to 
influence public policy and demand tax abatements. While EDM began as an attempt to make a 
political statement about the time we live in, today this culture follows the logic of capitalism 
promising to fulfill our needs but rarely delivering. 
 
Chris is a Ph.D. Student at UNLV. His research interests include culture, urban studies, and 
deviant subcultures. Chris’s dissertation research examines how cities are increasingly relying 
on tourism for their economic growth and the influence this has on the consumption of art and 
culture. 
 
 

Danielle Ely 
 
Fertility in Clark County: Pre-, During and Post Recession  
 
Fertility patterns are directly impacted by economic recessions in first 
world countries. This project looks at the fertility patterns in Clark 
County to determine if the same trends have happened locally as 
nationally. The data for this project came from The American 
Community Survey, 1 year estimates for the years 2005, 2008 and 2011. 

The results of this project indicate some similarities of a declining number of births locally, 
however some groups have experienced increases during the same time frame following the 
recession (2008 to 2011). One of the more interesting trends is the increase in births for 
women with Bachelor's or Graduate degrees while there has been a decline for those only with 
a High School education. The number of births by race and ethnic groups increased in most 
groups from 2005 to 2008, however, in almost every group, the number of births was much 
lower in 2011 than 2008. Births among unmarried women of different racial and ethnic 
backgrounds mostly decreased during the recession and had varied across the spectrum of 
increases and decreases in the 2011 data. Overall, birth rates did decline in Clark County, 
however, there were decidedly different trends when looking at specific groups.  
 
Danielle Ely is a PhD student in the Department of Sociology at the University of Nevada, Las 
Vegas. Her research interests are race and ethnic relations and demography, with a specific 
focus on residential and urban inequalities.  



Lori L. Fazzino 
 
Hidden in Plain Sight: The Collective Action of Sin City Atheists 
 
The strong cultural lore of “Sin City” promotes a false illusion that Las 
Vegas is a city where vice trumps virtue for sinners rather than saints. 
Las Vegas may be a perfect place for the approximately 20 percent of 
Americans who identity as “spiritual nones.” In reality, the (im)moral 
landscape of Vegas is very much a terrain of resistance where the 

interplay between religious and secular ideologies creates a contested web of power and 
counter-power relations. This project, informed by data collected from interviews, participant-
observation, and photography, is an urban ethnography of atheism in Sin City. I argue that 
when members of the Las Vegas atheist community collectively meet in public space, they 
occupy sites of resistance in which collective action takes on multiple forms such as building 
community, developing a collective identity, and civic engagement. My findings suggest that 
atheists are not required to identify as activists in order to “do activism.” In a country where 
non-theists are persona non grata, atheist visibility is a cultural expression of resistance, 
suggesting that even in Las Vegas where it is acceptable to be a sinner, heathens are not 
welcome. 
 
Lori is a doctoral student in the Department of Sociology at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas 
studying culture, religion, and social movements. Lori is currently preparing to begin her 
dissertation where she will be researching atheist activism post-9/11 in order to examine the 
relationship between cultural trauma and the moral career of collective action. 
 
 

Al Gourrier 
 
Exploring the Resiliency of Las Vegas 
 
The term resilience is a popular term in today’s academic society and 
takes on a range of meanings and interpretations. The most common 
application of the resilience concept from a social aspect is its reference 
to the ability of an area to recover from sustained hardship, difficulties, 
disasters or tragedy. We have seen examples of this type of occurrence 

with natural disasters such as earthquakes, hurricanes, floods and tornados. Also, examples of 
tragedy like the Oklahoma City bombing and September 11 terrorist attack and infrastructure 
catastrophes of collapsed bridges or mining accidents can all place economic, technical and 
social stress on area, which call into question the resilience of a community to respond, 
regroup and move forward. In addition to the traditional aspect of recovering from these types 
of events and disasters, this project takes into consideration an economic standpoint of 
resilience as it relates to the Las Vegas market. The 2008 recession statically was the worst 
recession on record since the 1929 Great Depression. The Las Vegas market was one of the 
hardest hit areas in country during that recession. This study explores one of the key aspects of 
resilience in community, and compares the Las Vegas markets to other markets around the 
country that have sustained hardship, disasters or tragedy in recent years, to see if the 
community factor provides a consistent indicator of resiliency. The study uses segregation 
indices as its primary proxy of community given that the diversity of a community represents 
some level of cohesiveness and cooperation, and minimizes the impact of social challenges 
caused by high concentrations of segregated communities.  



Al was born and raised in New Orleans, Louisiana. Al holds a BA in Finance, a Masters in 
Business Administration (MBA), and is a graduate from ABA’s Stonier Graduate School of 
Banking at Georgetown University. He is currently a Ph.D. student in the Department of Public 
Affairs at the University of Nevada Las Vegas. Al started his banking career in 1993 was the 
first and only African American Bank President in the State of Nevada and was one of the 
youngest bank presidents in the country.  
 

 
 Jennifer Heineman 
 
 The City as Theatre: Performative Ethnography and Arts Based 
Methods 
 
This project is a visual representation of the exploratory methods in my 
dissertation. I have examined several sites of sex work in the city over 
the past five years, including licit and illicit work on the streets as well as 
in casinos, strip clubs, and motels. I, too, have worked as a sex worker for 

almost a decade, which has perhaps colored the way I understand my role as a researcher. 
Using my theory of the City as Theatre and drawing inspiration from Cindy Sherman’s 
postmodern feminist photography, I explore my numerous performativities--as a researcher, 
student, and sex worker. Through this project, I also explore the ethical dilemmas of visually 
representing marginalized people. By creating characters informed by my research 
experiences, I transform myself into the objectified subject of inquiry. 
 
Jenny is a PhD student in Sociology at UNLV. She examines sexuality and gender, particularly 
the commodification of eroticism and intimacy. She is also interested in alternative sociological 
methods that draw from the arts. 
 
 

Rachel Teresa Macfarlane 
 
A Decade of Vegas Neighborhoods and Housing Trends 
 
Las Vegas has been the poster child for the foreclosures and economic 
downturn after the recession and burst of the housing bubble. Las Vegas 
is also an international city with low segregation and a quickly 
diversifying population. Though Las Vegas does not have the same deep-
rooted neighborhoods and ethnic enclaves that older cities have, there 

are still dramatic differences in how populations and housing characteristics have changed in a 
reaction to the recession. This poster uses U.S. Census data to highlight differences in income, 
age, ethnoracial background, vacancy, housing density and housing value in four disparate Las 
Vegas neighborhoods. In particular, I am interested in how housing density has changed by 
neighborhood. Have residents condensed their households to cope with unemployment, or it is 
have they had more opportunity to spread out, given the vacuum of occupants displaced by 
foreclosures and short sales? This poster displays different processes playing out across the 
cityscape and provides insight to the unique neighborhood experiences of Las Vegans during 
the 2000’s.  
 
Rachel is an Eastside resident of Las Vegas, working as a graduate assistant in the UNLV 
Department of Sociology since 2010. She recently completed her M.A. and continues to study 



gender/masculinity, work and fatherhood, crime and prison systems and family while working 
toward a Ph.D. She received a B.A, from Weber State University in Ogden Utah, and spent three 
years developing research skills at the Center on Mental Health Services, Research and Policy 
at the University of Illinois, Chicago before coming to UNLV. Currently Rachel is working on 
research about cooperative parenting after high conflict divorces and volunteering with 
Gender Justice Nevada on the Queer Anti-Violence Project to advocate for members of the 
queer community who have experienced violence in any capacity.  
 

 
Tim Melnyk 
 
A Visual and Demographic Depiction of a ‘Food Desert’ in Las Vegas 
 
The Benefits of Fresh Foods: An Ethnographic Analysis of the Las 
Vegas Farmers Market 
 
Through two separate but related research papers and presentations, I 
tell part of the story about food access in Las Vegas. The first project 

reveals stark demographic disparities between a ‘food desert’, located in historic West Las 
Vegas (WLV), compared with a section of Henderson, NV, where access to food is plentiful. 
WLV is described as impoverished, uneducated, underemployed, and constantly faced with 
advertising imagery pairing groceries with alcohol and cigarettes. The residents of Henderson 
are affluent, educated, relatively involved in the job market, and enjoy the benefits of ample 
corporate grocery shopping options minus the ‘semiotic violence’ present in WLV’s 
advertising. My second project takes an ethnographic look at the Las Vegas Farmers Markets, 
and discovers a dominant narrative of ‘fresh’ foods as it ties into healthy eating habits. The 
moral of my combined work is that individual food-purchasing decisions made by individuals 
are partly contingent on larger unseen structural and historical factors (e.g. economy, race-
relations, isolated local cultures, etc.), and these must be accounted for in the future planning 
and development of Las Vegas. 
 
Tim is completing his second year of Ph.D. studies in the Department of Sociology at the 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas. His research interests include health, problem gambling, and 
local urban issues such as food access. Before arriving in Las Vegas, his academic work was 
almost exclusively based on quantitative, statistical methods. His education at UNLV has taught 
him to appreciate the merits of ethnographic and photographic storytelling as exhibited in 
these two presentation pieces. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Brian O’Hara 
 
Practicing Membership: Community Building Through Ritual 
Performances 
 
I am studying individual members who belong to a Las Vegas based 
mixed martial arts (MMA) gym, because I want to find out if, how, and 
why these individuals create a sense of community in this gym, in order 
to find out more about patterns of community building within the Las 

Vegas based MMA culture. I explore the interactions between the members of the House of Ryu 
in Las Vegas to see if these individuals “do” MMA as a way to make strangers in this city, and 
the city itself, seem less strange. More specifically, I explore the ways gym members define 
their sense of community at the gym and the ways they “do” or “practice” MMA as a way of 
possibly building community. Taking part in sports and leisure activities offers ways for people 
to make meaningful connections with others. Furthermore, people “use” sports and leisure 
activities to make sense of the city, and to make sense of their social world in general.  
 
Brian is a Ph.D. student in Sociology at UNLV. His research interests are centered on urban and 
cultural studies. He is interested in sports and leisure, namely how a sense of community is 
established in cities through recreational activities.  
 
 

Steven Pace 
 
Perceptions of Crime in Las Vegas 
 
Crime, disorder, and fear of crime are social problems experienced in 
many communities all over the United States. There are several 
consequences that may result from the “perceived” level of disorder and 
fear within a neighborhood which may further weaken social control 
mechanisms. Drawing on the notion of social disorganization and the 

broken windows hypothesis, two areas (a neighborhood in Northwest and Northeast) in Las 
Vegas, NV were administered a survey probing residential perception of disorder, fear of 
crime, and satisfaction of police in their respective areas. Preliminary results reveal that the 
neighborhood in Northeast Las Vegas reported, on average more “disorder” and potential 
“negative” contacts with police, however had higher levels of satisfaction with police services 
as compared to the neighborhood examined in Northwest Las Vegas, which reported lower 
levels of both disorder and police contacts.  
 
Steven is a doctoral student in the Department of Sociology at UNLV. His primary research 
interest includes the spatial and temporal dimensions concerning the distribution of crime in 
urban areas.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Rebekah Piper  
 
Segregated Education Across Las Vegas 
 
This research addresses the distinguishable differences in education 
across the Las Vegas Valley. Two local schools located in different areas 
of Las Vegas, Matt Kelly Elementary (Historic West Las Vegas) and Linda 
Givens Elementary (Summerlin) are the focus points for this project. 
Evidence provided through Clark County School District accountability 

reports and photographs of facilities suggest that there is a major difference in access and 
quality of education across the valley. In combing through the research, the demographics, 
location, access, and equality is particularly different. However, according to the accountability 
report the role of parent engagement is the same across both schools. This research addresses 
the role that segregated communities have on education and access to education.  
 
Rebekah is a Ph.D. student in the Department of Teaching and Learning at the University of 
Nevada, Las Vegas. A past kindergarten teacher, Rebekah is passionate about working with 
young children and families. Her research interests include early literacy development, 
parental involvement in education, and access to education. She is committed to fostering 
partnerships with communities, parents, and caregivers in education.  
 
 

Jason Scott 
 
 Navigating the Sexscape of the Las Vegas Strip: How Sexuality is 
Created and Negotiated 
 
This study examines the Las Vegas Strip as a sexscape. Images of 
sexuality fill the landscape both indoors and outside. The images used to 
create an erotic environment are not always authentic, but are rather an 
illusory version of what commercial brokers want visitors to feel, see, 

and experience. The illusion of a sexually charged environment has led tourists, and locals 
alike, to navigate landscapes premised on the mantra of “What happens in Vegas, stays in 
Vegas.”  This has resulted in a difference in the way urban space is navigated based upon the 
lens through which it is viewed. The implications of an overtly driven realm of sexuality vary 
according to the actions taken and the expectations of those who enter this specific space 
known as The Strip.  
 
Jason is currently a doctoral student in Sociology at UNLV and has interests in criminology, 
deviance, international development, and sexuality. He has previously attended graduate 
school at the University of Amsterdam and conducted research in Asia that examined medical 
tourism and how it affects the livelihoods of local residents in Chiang Mai, Thailand. 
 
 
  



John Tesar 
 
EcoTourism and Crime 
 
Federal public lands surround Las Vegas on all sides, from Lake Mead to 
Sloan Canyon, to Red Rock Canyon, to the Desert National Wildlife 
Refuge. These areas attract a tremendous number of visitors to their 
beauty and recreational activities. These lands contribute significantly 
to the local economy in terms of revenue and jobs. Numerous businesses 

that cater to tourists pursuing recreational activities have done well conducting sightseeing 
tours, helicopter rides, off-road adventures, dinner cruises, wildlife viewing, skiing and rock 
climbing to name a few. Criminal activity has been linked to decreases in tourism when crimes 
are more frequent, so how do crimes on public lands compare to crimes within the city of Las 
Vegas? What is the economic cost of crimes on public lands to the residents of Las Vegas?  
 
John Tesar is a M.A. Candidate in the Department of Criminal Justice at UNLV. His primary 
research interests are in land management law enforcement issues and resource crimes. He 
has been a ranger with the National Park Service for 25 years, 19 years of those at Lake Mead.  
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