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What it’s like to be polished in Las Vegas 

 

During Spring Break of 2017 I went on vacation with my family to Sin City, also known 

as Las Vegas. For the duration of my stay I decided to observe my surroundings while in the 

casino, while walking on the Las Vegas Strip and also during our trip to the Hoover Dam/ Grand 

Canyon. As I absorbed the glances, and body language of the people around me I noticed that my 

family and I were quite the spectacle. We received constant stares which stemmed from an 

unfamiliarity, which was too deep for some people to divert their eyes away from us. These 

strange looks and awkward smiles we received were minor occurrences, comparing to the cherry 

on top that came when a hotel employee stopped my mother to convince her to buy tickets to one 

of the casino’s main attractions. The representative of the hotel politely said to my mother that 

“we were such a nice looking family” while motioning to my mother, father and I. I was not 

immediately offended by the comment because I took it as a compliment, until I started to 

question her motives for saying that.  

As I tried to process that situation, I noticed various occurrences that made me question 

how thin the line between racism and politeness had become. My family and I were never 

directly attacked and blatantly called racial slurs, but we were put in questionable situations 

where racist tactics were intricately placed into conversation, and body movements. Each 

interaction in Las Vegas proved more and more to me how uncommon the nature of my family 



was, and how bizarre the white people found our positive and classy disposition to be, to the 

point that they were amazed we didn’t fall into their preconceived notions of how people of 

African descent should behave. In my essay, I will discuss the observations I made while staying 

at The Mandalay Bay hotel in Las Vegas, as well as while my family and I were on our various 

excursions. I will then explain how being there, and being called a “nice looking family” 

changed my perception about a few aspects of life. I will also speak on the lessons I learned in 

Vegas which are that 1. Racism is still very much alive but it has developed into a more 

sophisticated/sneaky practice, which appears as kind words and compliments. I also realized that 

2. Our physical appearances, and our civilized behavior would prove to be bizarre to other races, 

which drew them into us, and brought out their true colors. The interactions that my family and I 

had while on this trip not only enlightened me on the ways of the world, but it provided me with 

research to conduct my study on how prevalent racism is in the 21st century.  

 

I decided to conduct my research with a simple method of observing my surroundings 

and the people in it at every stop the tour bus made. I paid close attention to how the other 

tourists interacted with me while taking notes on whether they were courteous, their level of 

comfort, and how genuine they appeared to be. One of the most important parts of my research 

study was to document the emotions that I saw in the eyes of the people around me, because they 

eyes are the pathways to a person’s inner feelings and soul. While observing the demeanor of the 

people around me I would take mental notes and jot important points down in my phone, so that 

no one would realize my purpose and behave out of the norm. I choose this particular manner of 

research because it’s discrete, and it afforded me the chance to see people in their natural form. I 

preferred to be discrete so that no one would find interest in my work and distract me from the 



task at hand. Of course, with anything in life there are always positive and negative aspects to 

any approach no matter how well thought out it may be. The strengths of this approach was that 

it allowed me to interact with people without being constricted by note pads, which could give 

away my position and even compromise my work. However the downsides to this method of 

research was that there was a chance Ill overlook minor details because they are overshadowed 

by more complex details. At times I had to refer back to my parents to make sure I didn’t leave 

any details out, while writing my notes. By using my memory, my family’s memory, and my 

notes I was able to collect the data necessary to develop my argument and write my paper. 

Although there were a few set-backs I felt that this method of research was more suitable to me 

because my presence in the situation made my experiences real. The reality of the racism my 

family and I were subjected to became more than just an observation, but also an important life 

lesson. 

 

While writing my outline for this paper, I decided to use academic sources that were 

presented to me during my college career. The sources that I decided to use are: "Desiree's Baby” 

by Kate Chopin, “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack” by Peggy McIntosh, 

"Crossing Brooklyn Ferry." by Walt Whitman and “In the Shadow of Slavery: African 

Americans in New York City” Leslie M. Harris.  I felt that these sources were all related and 

imperative to include in this paper because they support my argument on the prevalence of 

sophisticated racism within this century. In the short story "Desiree's Baby” Chopin explores the 

major role race played and still plays in life. She also explains how in the time of slavery social 

status and the color of your skin meant more than love passion and even marital bonds. Much 

like Chopin, Peggy McIntosh speaks about skin color from the point of view of a white woman 



who becomes aware of her privilege, and realizes how implicitly and explicitly oppressive she 

has been throughout her life due to her skin color as well. The last two references that I choose 

"Crossing Brooklyn Ferry." by Walt Whitman and “In the Shadow of Slavery: African 

Americans in New York City” by Leslie M. Harris. Both of these pieces shined some light on the 

feelings that can arise from being treated unequally and unfairly by another person or group of 

people based on skin color or economic status. These articles explain what experiencing racism 

does to people mentally, physically and emotionally. I felt that these articles were appropriate for 

my paper because they speak about the color line, and how a person’s complexion defines their 

quality of life and their life experiences.  Each of the pieces of writing I choose to include in this 

essay directly relate to my research study because they address racism from different angles, as 

well as expressing how these forms of racism impacts the involved parties. 

 

During my stay in Las Vegas my family and I made many observations, and were 

subjected to various level of racism based on the fact that we didn’t fit into the ideal African 

American family template. Each day that we spent in Vegas I observed the people in my 

surroundings, who were in turn observing me.   These people bluntly showed their curiosity 

about me and my family, and made conscious efforts to make contact with us so that they could 

understand who we were. We were in so many words a spectacle to other people of other races, 

much like a popular new art gallery which only allowed the rich and highly esteemed. As time 

progressed we were tested cognitively, physically and emotionally by the actions taken against 

us. One of our most memorable experiences took place the morning that we were preparing 

ourselves for our trip to the Hoover Dam and Grand Canyon. We woke up excited for the day 

ahead of us, and immediately began to prepare for the life changing experience that we were 



about to be a part of. After getting dressed and cleaned up we had about an hour to get ready, and 

we took advantage of it by relaxing, watching television and chatting. While we were engaging 

in conversation someone knocked on the adjoining door between our room and theirs. We payed 

the knock no mind because we thought “Anything happens in Vegas”.  

As time progressed the knock became more constant, and eventually caught our attention. 

We were confused as to why someone would knock on our door at 6:00 in the morning, and we 

began to become suspicious. After about 20 minutes someone knocked on the front door, and to 

our surprise it was hotel security telling us that there was a noise complaint regarding our room. 

Immediately we were on the defense because in our opinions we were not loud, nor were we 

inconsiderate of the other people in the room next to ours. The tension quickly built as the person 

next door to us came out of their room, and began to complain about how we were 

inconveniencing them by being up so early, while making sure never to show their face to us. 

My father and mother defended themselves to hotel security, because they just like the person 

next door spent their money to enjoy their vacation any way they pleased. We were all offended 

because not only were we on vacation and entitled to speak in our room, but we were also 

reprimanded for something that was not true. Being that we were in an establishment that was 

rented out by predominantly white people, we thought to ourselves “Were we racially profiled? 

or were we being too loud?” Were we being handle differently because of our ethnic 

background, or was the person occupying the room next to us irritable and sensitive to noise? As 

I asked myself these questions I noticed my father’s frustrations in his eyes, and the words he 

spoke. I noticed the tension growing between the walls of our room as we all stared at the door 

that connected our room with the person who sought to bring us down during our moment of 

excitement.  



 After the encounter everyone was upset but we tried to keep our cool, as we had to 

handle the situation accordingly due to the fact that we were seen as the “trouble makers”. This 

experience made me think of Walt Whitman’s poem “Crossing The Brooklyn Ferry” when he 

says “It is not upon you alone the dark patches fall, The dark threw its patches down upon me 

also, The best I had done seem’d to me blank and suspicious, My great thoughts as I supposed 

them, were they not in reality meagre?” This quote in my opinion speaks to the situation that 

occurred between our room, and the room next door to us. Yes, we were up early in the morning, 

and we may have been making a substantial amount of noise. However, was our moment of 

happiness really such a burden on the person next door that they had to call hotel security instead 

of just politely ask us to speak quieter? Was their happiness on vacation more important than 

ours that we should have to tippy toe around our room and communicate through hush tones, so 

that they could be pleased with our behavior? On our behalf, we were subjected to loud noises 

and rowdy crowds during our stay but we accepted the territory for what it was because Las 

Vegas is the epitome of fun in the sun. However we could not be extended the same courtesy, 

which made us collectively feel as though we were targeted wrongfully. We conducted ourselves 

respectfully, and refused to let our neighbor get the best of us. We tried to reignite the excitement 

that we previously felt when we sprung from our beds with the anticipation of experiencing one 

of the world’s greatest wonders. However the mood was dampened and we all left our room 

contemplating the real issue with the person next door, who was bold enough to call hotel 

security on us but refused to show their face and take responsibility for causing even more 

ruckus, and disrupting the other people on our floor for their own selfish, and self-centered 

pleasure.  



Another event that occurred on my vacation took place while my family and I traveled to 

the Hoover Dam and Grand Canyon.  After leaving our room, we made our way towards the area 

of the hotel where the tour bus picked up their customers. Our hotel was the first stop out of four, 

and we were able to choose the seats that we felt were the most accommodating to us. After 

scanning the bus we choose seats in the second row, which left room for the other people to sit 

where they please. The last group that entered was a group of white people that choose seats in 

separate rows. We noticed immediately that we were the only group of African American people 

on our tour bus but we didn’t pay much mind to it until later in the day. Each person that entered 

the bus greeted us in a polite fashion, and seemed to be of a decent nature. However we did not 

find out exactly how polite these people could be until later on in the day. As the day progressed 

the people in our tour group would often stare at us, or make conversation when we noticed them 

awkwardly staring. There was this one particular group of people who took an interest in us, and 

seemed to want to learn about us on a more personal level. This group was composed of two 

middle aged white married couples. One of the men in this group kept his distance from us as 

much as physically possible, while his wife immediately tried to engage in conversation with us. 

The other couple in this group were the exact opposite where the man spoke to us frequently, 

while his wife kept her distance and spoke to us only when necessary. The day went smoothly 

with the occasional stares, and awkward smiles but it wasn’t until we reached the Hoover Dam 

that our tour group could no longer contain the burning sensation to question us about our lives. 

They wanted to know our age because we looked so young, where we came from, if my mother 

had any more children and the age of that child. They also proceeded to tell us that we looked 

nothing like our age, and that I gave off the impression of a spoiled child which my mother 

immediately responded in a fashion that made the man speaking retract and alter his statement. 



As he continued to speak, I noticed his companions mannerism were a bit judgmental. I began to 

observe how she responded in the conversation and I noticed that her body language had altered, 

and became a bit more stand offish like her husband. After a while their constant questioning 

ceased, and we deliberately broke into separate groups so that we could continue with our tour. 

 

 When we returned to the tour bus after our exciting day the seats that we sat in were now 

occupied by the two white couples, which forced us to sit in the back of the bus. We were of 

course offended because we had sat in those seats all day, and if the group wanted to sit together 

they could of chosen different seats, or at least asked up to take our original seats. However, they 

choose not to, and when we got on the bus the same people who pretended to have genuine 

interest in us acted like they did nothing wrong and that we should be glad that we had a seat on 

the bus at all. This experience reminded me of quotes that I found in two articles that I read in 

the past. The first quote that came to mind can be found in the article “Slavery in Colonial New 

York”. This piece comes from a larger body of writing which Leslie M. Harris authors called “In 

the Shadow of Slavery: African Americans in New York City”. Harris brings up many silent 

points in this essay, but the one that directly relates to this experience in my life says “The use of 

racial ideologies that defined blacks as inferior to other racial groups and thus deserving of 

enslavement condemned blacks to unequal status into the nineteenth century and beyond.” This 

quote talks about how racial ideologies play a major role in the way people of African descent 

are seen, as well as how they are treated and are still treated till this day. The actions of this 

group of people made me question their original intentions when coming to speak to us 

previously. Did they want to feel us out to see what kind of people we were before they decided 

that they should take our seats, and segregate the bus so that we were separate from them? Or 



was it unintentional racism, and their awareness of their white privilege that made them think it 

was okay to sit in our seats without the common courtesy of asking?  

After a while of pondering about this on the bus I thought about another article I read 

called “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack” by Peggy McIntosh. In this piece 

the author makes a realization which states “My skin color was an asset for any move I was 

educated to want to make. I could think of myself as belonging in major ways and of making 

social systems work for me. I could freely disparage, fear, neglect, or be oblivious to anything 

outside of the dominant cultural forms.” I realized after referring back to this quote that these 

white people thought nothing of what they did or how much they offended us because it was 

inconsequential to them. This silent act of racism was seen as normal to them because their skin 

colored gave them the privilege and the option to choose for other people just as they would 

choose for themselves. As the bus drove on they acted as though they did nothing wrong, and 

pretended not to hear us when we addressed the situation because our thoughts on this oppressive 

situation was merely a decision they made to benefit them, and they felt no remorse.  

 

As we began to calm down the tour, bus slowly came to a stop at a back road rest stop. 

Everyone decided to get off the bus instead of us, and then to add insult to injury one of the 

white women who took our seats proceeded to ask us if we were staying on the bus. When my 

parents replied yes, she retreated to her seat to pick up her purse instead of leave it on the bus 

with us unsupervised. Once again, we were left confused by her actions because in our eyes she 

had nothing that we could possibly want. However, she would prefer to leave her purse on an 

empty bus, than leave it around us for many reasons that she based solely on the color of our 

skin.  Once again I thought back to a short story I read that dealt with how a person’s color could 



determine how the world saw them, and ultimately treated and classified them. In the story 

“Desiree’s Baby” by Kate Chopin two young lovers fall in love and have a child. These young 

lovers just so happen to be owners of a plantation that is run by the labor of enslaved Africans. 

After the couple gets settled and their child is born, they start to notice that their child favors the 

Africans who work on the plantation. The features that their child has become so distinct that 

their no possible way for this child to be considered white, or pass for white for that matter. The 

couple’s relationship deteriorates, and the wife goes into a state of depression, and eventually 

leaves the husband for her hometown with nothing but her baby and the clothes on her back. The 

husband detects infidelity and begins to treat his enslaved Africans with brute force. During one 

of his rampages he finds a letter which says: “"But above all," she wrote, "night and day, I thank 

the good God for having so arranged our lives that our dear Armand will never know that his 

mother, who adores him, belongs to the race that is cursed with the brand of slavery."” I 

understood then that people of African descent were not only cursed with slavery, but many 

other negative connotations that go along with having more melanin in your skin. This man 

named Armand broke up his family because he thought his wife who he adored had passed for 

white, and bore a mixed child when he himself was the one who was biracial. He gave up his 

happiness in life because his child could not physically identify with the superior race. On the 

other hand my family and I were constantly judged, and mistreated discretely based on the fact 

that we were seen as the inferior race. 

After our tour was over we retreated back to our room to find that someone in our hotel 

put a “Do Not Disturb” sign on our door so that our room would not be cleaned. We were livid 

because after they day we had we thought things couldn’t get much worse. Once again we were 

subjected to mistreatment and we had to question the motives of the culprit, which was more 



than likely our next door neighbor. Once inside our room I began to reflect on how different 

people behave in Brooklyn opposed to in Las Vegas. I thought to myself about how 

gentrification and integration has changed the makeup of my community. In my neighborhood 

white people, and people of African descent do not interact much but we live together 

peacefully. We both mind our business and go about our day in a seemingly normal fashion. 

During train rides we sit next to each other, and no hostility can be sensed by either party. We 

have learned to live in a way that we accept but ignore each other’s presence. There isn’t much 

explicit racism, although one cannot tell what’s truly insides another person’s heart. However, 

there is a mutual respect between us that was seriously lacking during my trip to Las Vegas. The 

men and women on our tour bus were not accustom to observing people of African descent that 

were so “polished”, that they assumed I must be spoiled and they found it necessary to find out 

as much as they could about us to justify their theories about who were are.   

 The white people in my neighborhood have accepted that people of African descent can 

be well dressed, sophisticated and educated. However the people on our tour bus were from the 

Deep South, and to them our non-savage-like behavior was too much for them to handle. Our 

sophistication drew them further into us, but they were unable to hold a decent conversation 

because they had no respect for people of African descent. They were taught how to handle 

people of African descent accordingly, and show their superiority in a sophisticated manner. 

Unfortunately all the values that were instilled in them did not prepare them to interact with a 

group of people of African descent who were seemingly on their level. We dressed fashionably, 

were very articulate and well mannered, and most of all we were in no shape or fashion 

infatuated with them as people. We kept to ourselves just like we usually do in our mixed 

neighborhood, because we saw ourselves to be equal to them. I found it interesting how people 



respond to the unknown, and bizarre. They can’t help but continuously stare, ask questions and 

analyze to make sense of the situation at hand instead of taking it for face value.  In their opinion 

being of African descent, and being classy were two separate entities that could not possibly 

belong in the same category. Their minds could not process us, our air and our behavior because 

they could not accept us as we were without trying to bring us down.   

 

After reviewing my notes I came to the conclusion that slavery has done a great 

disservice to the minds of the many men and women within the white race because it gave them 

the plight of superiority. From a young age the “white privilege” was instilled into them, and 

supported by the master and slave relationships found on plantations. These values were passed 

on through generations and internalized even after the abolishment of slavery. White people were 

taught they were more classy, civilized, educated sophisticated than any other race. However 

when they are presented with a person of any race that they see as inferior that challenges their 

values, they must find a way to justify their superiority whether it be with their actions, or their 

words. There’s something to say about a group of people who require the condemnation of others 

in order to feel forthright within themselves. In my opinion these people show how damaged, 

and weak they are that they need to make sure their race thrives above all others. Being in Las 

Vegas showed me just how much of a threat my family, and people of African descent are as a 

whole, because our nature can cause the foundation of racism to crumble. Superiority based off 

color is a convoluted way to secure one races power, and induce another demise. However what 

people don’t realize is that there is no plausible evidence that states being white makes you right. 

 



 In my personal opinion racism, and racist tactics are so heavily depended upon because it 

keeps a “natural order” that is necessary for the people who have been in power since the age of 

slavery. Without the hate and violence that it portrays the oppressors could soon become the 

oppressed and their fragile spirits may not be able to handle the abuse, rape and pilgrimage they 

put other races through. You see being in power for so long makes you weak and vulnerable, 

while struggling and fighting all your life makes you strong willed and hungry for change. My 

family and I were not surprised by the behavior of the white people on our tour bus because we 

experience racists all the time, just not ones who were so polite. We were of the race that they 

saw as inferior yet they could not find anything inferior about us, which made them in turn 

question the validity of their values and the strength of their privilege. I feel as though the things 

I experienced while on this trip not only prepared me for life, but showed me how far we have 

come as people. Slavery may be abolished, but the Jim Crow values are still in the hearts and 

souls of many people worldwide. Racism is still prevalent in the world we live in today, it has 

just altered form so that it hides itself until the most opportune moment like a predator waiting 

for its prey. Racism preys on the most vulnerable, and it will continue to do so until people 

realize the truth that skin color is just skin, and lighter complexions don’t justify true privilege. 

Racism is only alive because people need it to makes themselves feel superior and they cannot 

accept the inevitable, that we are all equal no matter complexion or creed. 
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Field Note 

Date: April 10th, 2017 

Location(s): Hoover Dam/ Grand Canyon 

Time (Beginning and Ending): 6:00 am- 4:00 pm 
1. OBSERVATIONS (WHO, 

WHAT, WHEN, WHERE). 
2. INTERPRETATIONS 

(WHY, HOW) 
3. THEMES, PATTERNS, 

QUESTIONS 

The event that I will discuss 

is the one that impacted my 

family and I the most. This 

event was the fact that the 

white people on our tour bus 

took our seats and left only 

the seats in the back of the 

bus for us to sit in. This 

event occurred on the way 

back from the Hoover Dam/ 

Grand Canyon but I 

personally felt that this was 

more than just a simple 

swapping of the seats. These 

people looked to be upper 

class southerners with thick 

accents. The men in the 

group craved beef jerky, and 

were not sensitive to other 

cultures. They mocked the 

sounds that Native 

Americans made during 

battle/ war, and asked 

uncomfortable questions. 

They were not well 

mannered, and often had 

their feet up on the partition 

that separated the tourists 

from the driver. When lunch 

time came one of the men in 

the group required other 

people to pass him his food 

instead of picking it up from 

the driver like everyone 

else. These people 

collectively spent a lot of 

time speaking to my family 

in particular to figure us out, 

as well as tell us what they 

thought about our physical 

appearance. They stared at 

This situation was not very 

difficult to understand because 

racism is still alive in modern 

day society. I think the hardest 

part to accept was that it 

happened in a way that was so 

smooth, so discrete and so 

sophisticated that we felt as 

though we had been handled 

carefully but assertively at the 

same time. We felt like we 

were such upstanding 

individuals that we didn’t 

understand why so many 

unfortunate events were 

occurring. We understood that 

negative things can happen in 

anyone’s life, but we weren’t 

prepared for it to happen to us. 

I was the most radical out of 

my family members. My 

father made it known to the 

tourists that “they put us on 

the back of the bus like back 

in the day”. Afterwards he and 

my mother laughed and let the 

situation go. I on the other 

hand felt racially profiled, and 

took the fact that we were put 

in the back of the bus as an act 

of segregation. I thought that I 

was being treated unfairly and 

I was entitled to the same seat 

that I had on my way up to the 

Grand Canyon/ Hoover Dam. 

I interpreted this situation as a 

reminder that although I may 

see myself in a certain light, 

my complexion still defines 

me, and they way that other 

people treat me. I also realized 

The themes that I observed 

surrounded: 

1. Race,  

2. Race relations 

3. Ideas of proper 

etiquette on handling 

certain races. 

4. Social 

Constructs/Status 

5.  Confusion 

 

The patterns that I observed 

related to:  

 

1. The steps people took 

to approach us. 

2. The way people 

befriended us so that 

they could impose their 

views on us. 

3. The way that the true 

intentions of other 

people were slowly 

revealed to us. 

Questions: 

1. When did racism 

become sophisticated?  

2. Why does white 

privilege make white 

people so blind to their 

oppressive behavior? 

3. Do white people still 

think they are better 

than other races now 

that people of African 

descent prove to be 

just as civilized and 

sophisticated as they 

are? 

 

 



us quite often, and seemed 

to always be around us. 

They had no problem 

bluntly expressing their 

feelings to us without 

skipping a beat, and they 

never took into 

consideration how they may 

have made us feel.   

that my parents and I were 

seen as a threat and that’s why 

the white people on our bus 

had to show us that they were 

better, because our being was 

too difficult for them to 

accept, and they needed to 

show their convoluted 

superiority by any means 

necessary. 
 

 


