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critical histories of u.s. tourism 
in the Global South typically de-
scribe an imperial project, one whose 
 expansion in the 20th century is of-
ten portrayed as a uniform process 
in which North American tourists 
descended upon various locales to 
exploit their people and landscapes. 
In Negotiating Paradise  historian Den-
nis Merrill takes a fresh look at the 
tourist industry’s global spread in 
the early 20th century, interpreting 

it not only as an informal facet of 
U.S. imperial expansion but also as 
a complex process in which elites in 
tourist- destination countries seized 
upon building tourism as an oppor-
tunity to construct and solidify a na-
tional identity and culture.

In this view, tourism was, as the 
book’s title suggests, a negotiated, 
fluid, and dynamic process. Although 
the world’s far-reaching tourist infra-
structure was developed as a project 
of U.S. empire, it was also part of a 
larger process of encounters— at both 
the state level and on the ground in 
the tourist milieu—that worked to 
define each nation and its relation-
ships. As U.S.-based investors and 
managers sought to integrate global 
tourist industries, they in the process 
created colonized, commercialized 
versions of national or native cul-
tures that were nevertheless useful 
to the local elites with whom they 
collaborated. 

Tracing patterns that were also at 
work in the Philippines, Guam, and 
Hawaii, Merrill focuses on U.S. tour-
ism in three countries in three periods: 
Mexico during the interwar period, 
Cuba during the early Cold War, and 
Puerto Rico during the years imme-
diately preceding its commonwealth 
era and into the late 1950s. 

In each case, Merrill contextualizes 
the rise of a national tourist industry 
as occurring within and parallel to 
technological advancements, indus-
trialization, nationalism, and con-
sumerism. The growth of tourism was 

facilitated by advances in modes of 
transportation, together with media 
(filmmaking, print) and marketing, 
which constructed idealized spaces 
and peoples for mass consumption. 

Yet in the case of Mexico in the 
1930s, we see that it also contributed  
to building nationalism. U.S. and 
Mexican government officials nego-
tiated the terms of the tourism rela-
tionship in the context of the United 
States’ “good neighbor” policy, aimed 
at building solid alliances in the 
hemisphere during the run-up to 
World War II. Mexican officials saw 
an opportunity to improve relations 
with the rising new world power, but 
they also seized the opportunity to 
build a stronger nationalist identity. 

To expand tourist infrastructure, 
the Mexican state not only gave tax 
breaks and subsidies to hotels and res-
taurants, but also funded archaeologi-
cal projects. It sponsored low-budget 
films, invited travel writers to Mexico, 
and opened a tourist agency in New 
York City—spurring on the circula-
tion of Mexico’s representations in 
travel narratives, journalist commen-
taries, and tourism advertisements.

Meanwhile, the Laredo– Mexico 
City highway, which stretched be-
tween Texas and the capital city, 
opened in 1936; Mexico’s portion 
of the Pan-American Highway was 
completed in 1950; and U.S. rail-
road companies linked lines from the 
Northeast and Midwest to Mexico. 
Between 1935 and 1942, hotel num-
bers had more than doubled, restau-
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rants and nightclubs proliferated, and 
particular areas like Acapulco began 
to construct opulent resorts with 
golf courses, horseback riding, ten-
nis, and swimming pools to attract 
consumers. 

All this infrastructure supported  
the mobility of both U.S. citizens vis-
iting Mexico and the greater move-
ment of ideas and knowledge across 
the border. This, together with new 
constructions of Mexico as a nation 
boasting a rich cultural heritage, al-
lowed the United States to expand its 
power over the region, even as Mex-
ico built a more solid, if commercial, 
national image.

By the 1950s, Puerto Rico and 
other  U.S. colonies were also using 

tourism as a way to build foreign re-
lations and sustain their economies, 
both in the Caribbean and in the Pa-
cific. Competing with other tourist 
destinations like Cuba, the Florida 
Keys, Bermuda, and the Bahamas, 
Puerto Rican officials built modern 
luxury hotels on beachfront prop-
erty specifically to  attract upper- and 
upper-middle-class visitors, using 
Hawaii’s Waikiki Beach as a model.  
Along with manufacturing the beach, 
investors worked to create an over-
seas image that would not only work 
against Puerto Rico’s reputation for 
poverty but also attract visitors with 
an image of affluence and comfort. 

As in Mexico, the island’s tourism 
industry was carefully constructed 

to reinvent and reinvigorate both the 
economy and local history and heri-
tage. Constructing a marketable im-
age proved just as important as build-
ing the tourist infrastructure itself. 

But the tourist-friendly version 
of Puerto Rican history and culture 
did not go uncontested. Critics de-
cried the hotels built by the Puerto 
Rican government as reflecting only 
what U.S. tourists demanded, not a 
true reinvigoration of a Puerto Rican 
past. Opponents to tourism both 
inside and outside the government 
also worried that tourism would only 
deepen Puerto Rico’s dependence on 
the U.S. economy. 

For Merrill, the emphasis on cre-
ating a tourist image exemplifies 
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the workings of U.S. imperial “soft 
power.”  “Before the vacation destina-
tion is experienced, indeed, well be-
fore departure, travel is turned over 
in the mind,” Merrill writes. “The 
power to imagine and to manipu-
late the imagination is a soft power 
that lies at the heart of visitor-host 
negotiations.”  

Merrill further argues that soft 
power operates through the “every-
day life” of empire. Borrowing the 
concept of the “contact zone” from 
literary historian Mary Louise Pratt, 
Merrill argues that in the modern 
spaces of 20th-century tourism (air-
ports, hotels, taxi stands), people of 
various and disparate cultures meet 
in highly  uneven power relations. 
Tourism creates these cultural con-
tact zones, in Merrill’s view, while 
providing imperial soft power a chan-
nel through which to work. Tourists, 
in this light, function as imperialist 
foot soldiers wielding soft power in 
the asymmetrical space of the tourist 
contact zone.

We can see this concept at work es-
pecially well in the author’s treatment 
of Cuba. Of all the U.S. tourist des-
tinations, of course, none garnered 
more fame or notoriety. Although 
U.S. newspapers published damning 
reports of crime and vice in Cuba—
revealing how the gambling industry 
was controlled by U.S.-based mafias 
collaborating closely with the Batista 
dictatorship—a steady flow of North 
American tourist-patrons nonethe-
less supported the gambling and oth-
er entertainments of Cuban tourism. 
The consumerism that is central to 
tourist industry forms part of empire 
building through encounters, inter-
personal contact. 

Tourism remained Cuba’s second-
 most important industry, after sugar, 
until after the revolution, when the 
new government cracked down on 
prostitution and gambling and as-

serted control over tourism as a na-
tionalized industry. For a time, travel 
agencies still booked clients to Cuba. 
But then, in 1961, the State Depart-
ment banned U.S. tourism in Cuba, 
declaring it contrary to U.S. interests. 
Cuban officials attempted to revive 
the tourist industry but did not suc-
ceed until after the Soviet collapse, 
when Cuban tourism made a strong 
comeback without officially tapping 
the large but still “illicit” U.S. market.

Historical accounts and cultural 
analysis like this provide an excellent 
look into the dynamics of tourism’s 
many negotiations. Merrill’s sharp 
eye toward globalization, consump-
tion, and nation building provides an 
important contribution to our under-
standing of U.S. empire. 

However, while Merrill points 
out that he chooses to focus on the 
“everyday” workings of empire (for 
example, daily economic tensions 
between the tourist and taxi driver), 
he tends to focus on negotiations be-
tween local government elites and 
U.S. agencies. It is unclear why his 
argument remains at the top, but 
it could be because it is difficult to 
find archival evidence of everyday 
interactions between tourists and 
locals. But Merrill does not address 
this fact and, although he posits that 
he would like to take the focus from 
top-down governmental actors to or-
dinary citizens, the focus inevitably 
shifts to the state. The “ordinary citi-
zens” who worked within the tourist 
and service industries in these geog-
raphies remain invisible. 

Despite this, the book does an ex-
cellent job of showing that the mak-
ing of U.S. empire through tourism is 
not simply a one-sided process with 
the North simply descending upon 
the South. Merrill complicates our 
notions of empire by showing that 
the tourist industries in Latin Amer-
ica were co-constructed for the pur-

pose of forming national identities 
and particular relationships with the 
United States. 

But the argument is well balanced; 
although local government officials 
in Latin America participated in de-
veloping tourist infrastructure, they 
remained dependent upon and un-
der the power of U.S. empire. With 
this kind of approach Negotiating 
Paradise offers the reader a nuanced 
understanding of how tourism, U.S. 
expansionism, and nationalist proj-
ects intertwine. 
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