Discourse and Legitimacy in the Gambling Industry

Industry legitimacy: From the periphery to the centre

Arguably, the coup de maître of the gambling industry has been its ability to maneuver the industry from the realm of the contentious (gambling) to the realm of the innocuous (gaming), a movement spearheaded by the large casino operators in Las Vegas. Today, academics, journalists, governments, financial institutions etc, are as likely as not to refer to gambling as gaming, viewing the activity as a form of entertainment. And indeed, casinos have dramatically enlarged their scope of operations to include a variety of non-gaming activities. The current nomenclature, however, belies the fact that the house still always wins. In this respect, nothing has really changed. What has changed, however, is the way people talk about the industry. Changes in discourse, then, have influenced the way society views gambling. 
In attempting an explanation for the popular shift in attitudinal beliefs towards gambling in general and casinos in particular, discourse analysis provides a number of powerful explanatory tools. More specifically, we draw upon Philips et al’s (2004) work on discourse and institutions in order to analyze the shift of the gambling industry from periphery to center. In addition we adopt Suchman’s (1995) legitimacy framework is order to explain how the casino industry has variously gained, maintained and repaired legitimacy.
Before our analysis, a review of some of the key terms will 

prove useful in providing a fuller understanding of the theoretical framework employed:
Discourse: A system of statements (text) which constructs an object (Philips et al, 2004).
Text: Any kind of symbolic expression requiring a physical medium and permitting of permanent storage (Taylor & Van Every, 1993, in Philips et al).
Institutions: Historical accretions of past practices and understandings that set conditions on action through the way in which they gradually acquire the moral and ontological status of taken-for-granted facts, which, in turn, shape future interactions and negotiations. 
Institutionalization: The process by which institutions are produced and reproduced. It is a “social process by which individuals come to accept a shared definition of social reality” (Scott, 1987 in Philips et al). 
Legitimacy: A generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions (Suchman, 1995).

If deviations from institutions reduce legitimacy (Philips et al, 2004), then it follows logically that the establishment of, and subsequent adherence to, an institution would serve to increase legitimacy. Legitimacy reduces social costs, providing actors access to scarce resources (ibid). Thus, as a contested industry, the ultimate goal of casino operators is the institutionalization of their activities, a process which occurs

through discourse (ibid).
In both Las Vegas and Macao, institutionalization has been achieved through similar means: 
 The (ostensible) removal of crime figures/gangs from casino operations and their replacement with reputable businessmen and corporations.
 The expansion of periphery, non-gaming activities.
 The use of the word gaming instead of gambling.
Thus, it is our task to analyze the texts which describe and communicate these actions. 
Proposition 1: “Texts that are produced by actors who are understood to have a legitimate right to speak, who have resource power or formal authority, or who are centrally located in a field are more likely to become embedded in discourse than texts that are not” (Philips et al, 2004).
Las Vegas: The need for legitimacy has, until recently, been far more exigent in Las Vegas than in Macao. Macao’s status as a Portuguese colony as well as its distance from Portugal meant that gambling activities developed largely free from government (Chinese and Portuguese) interference. In Las Vegas, however, gambling activities have constantly been under the scrutiny of the Federal government and a formal, regulatory framework has therefore been a sine qua non. 
Since legalization in 1931, a recurring theme within the gambling industry has been its attempts to distance itself from connections to organized crime. Such an unsavory association posed the greatest risk to the legitimacy of the industry; not only 

was gambling considered a morally questionable act, but its operations were controlled by people considered equally reprehensible. 
As stated in Proposition 1 above, actors who have “discursive legitimacy” (Hardy and Phillips, 1998) are better able to influence discourse. Starting in the 1960’s the power of such discursive legitimacy became apparent as legitimate actors became increasingly involved in the gambling industry, both in terms of regulation and ownership. In 1960 and 1967, the publication of two texts would serve to underpin the legitimacy of the gambling industry. The first of these was the Black Book- a list naming persons excluded from licensed casinos- instituted by gaming regulators in Nevada (Case & Farrell, 1995). The book was specifically aimed towards excluding organized crime figures from the gaming industry and “symbolically affirmed the legitimacy of gaming and the efficacy of its regulatory body against perceived threats to the industry” (ibid). This was followed up in 1967 with the publication of Gambling in America, the final report of the Commission on the Review of the National Policy toward Gambling, which put the Nevada casino industry in a positive light and affirmed the removal of organized crime from the industry (Eadington, 1984).   As Potter and Wetherell (1987) have noted, discourses “do not just describe things; they do things”; through the Black Book and Gambling in America report (as well as a number of subsequent

reports), gaming regulators drew an emphatic line between the casino industry and organized crime and signaled to the public their commitment to the industry.   From the mid-60’s to the late 70’s further legitimacy was added to the industry as a number of reputable corporations (Hilton, MGM, Hyatt, and Holiday Inns) and individuals (Howard Huges) entered the field. Up to this point, access to capital had been problematic and had stunted the growth of the casino industry which was unable to take advantage of economies of scale. The passing of the Corporate Gaming Act in 1969, however, opened the door for publicly traded corporations who were able to parlay their reputations in other fields into access to large-scale institutional financing. The billion dollar mega-resorts which today dominate the Vegas skyline would hardly have been viable had access to public capital not been possible. 
The shift towards mega-resorts was important for two reasons. First, as mentioned, casino operators were able to take advantage of economies of scale by branching out into non-gaming activities. Second, the image of casino gambling began to change. Now, gambling was merely one of a range of activities offered by casinos and Las Vegas was able to start promoting itself as a family vacation destination (Zheng, 2005). Gambling had become gaming. 

Macao: Legitimacy is a negotiated construct amenable to revision and reified in discourse. Regardless of the taken-for-granted

status of many institutions, the discourse which imbues them with legitimacy “is never able to determine social reality totally”, and room therefore exists for actors to effect discursive change (Phillips et al, 2004). 
Suchman (1995) identifies three forms of legitimacy: pragmatic, based on audience self-interest; moral, based on normative approval: and cognitive, based on comprehensibility and taken-for-grantedness. As we have seen, in Las Vegas the struggle for legitimacy has been fought on the normative and cognitive level, a struggle the casino industry has emerged from successfully. In contrast, gambling in Macao has, for centuries, enjoyed a privileged status, its legitimacy largely pragmatic. Successive governments were concerned primarily with the tax revenue generated by casinos and as a result regulation became ancillary to profitability. So. while Las Vegas became increasingly transparent, casino operations in Macao remained a black box due to STDM’s monopoly and the laisse-faire attitude of the Portuguese-Macao government. And, in contrast to Nevada which had gone to great lengths to expel organized crime from its midst, STDM began courting triads, a move which proved to be a ticking time-bomb and eventually undermined the legitimacy of the gambling industry in Macao as turf wars erupted during the late 1990’s between various triads over casino profits. The collapse of public order was accompanied by calls for a revision

of the gaming law, a request the new Macao SAR government was eager to approve. In order to repair the legitimacy of the gambling industry, the SAR government liberalized the market, inviting foreign casino operators to bid for an additional two licenses. This move would prove to have a number of wide-ranging impacts, many of which mirrored the transformations which occurred in Las Vegas during the 1960’s and 1970’s:
 As Las Vegas had done some 4 decades earlier, Macao was able to piggy-back on the reputations of Las Vegas Sands and Wynn Resorts. 
 The presence of the two Las Vegas casino operators necessitated a revision of Macao’s gaming law, making it more transparent and establishing guidelines for the operations of the bate fiche business which had been the source of unrest during the 1990’s.
 Finally, the ability of triads to infiltrate casino operations has, at least in theory, been reduced.

Conclusion
Central to critical discourse analysis is the idea that social reality is in a constant state of flux. The dynamic nature of discourse allows for the possibility for institutions to be contested. In this regard, legitimacy acts as a stabilizing force; the higher the degree of perceived legitimacy, the less likely an institution will be challenged. Discourse, institutions and legitimacy, then, are mutually constitutive; institutions are borne of discourse which in turn increase in legitimacy as they become institutionalized. Once the

institutionalization process is complete, texts generated in reference to said institutions are more likely to become embedded in discourse, are more likely to become “facts” (Taylor et al., 1996, in Phillips et al., 2004).

Having read the above section, one might be forgiven for assuming that casino gambling is no longer a contentious issue. To portray the industry in such a positive light would be disingenuous on the part of the authors and hence our repeated use of the term “contested industry.” That the casino industry has become institutionalized in Las Vegas and Macao, however, and has been so for some time, is undeniable. Casino patronage is now a legitimate, socially acceptable form of entertainment and as long as gambling is merely seen as a form of gaming, it is unlikely that opponents of legalized gambling will be able to wrest discursive legitimacy away from the casino operators and in so doing undermine the industry.
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