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Tourism is today one of the largest industries in the world; its 
business volume equals or even surpasses that of oil exports. The 

contemporary trade in tourism, however, is not without its history. In the 
Americas, particularly in the circum-Caribbean region, the tourist trade 
over the last 100 years or so—expanding, contracting, and expanding 
within the context of specific historical conditions—has become a leading 
industry. Tourism in the Caribbean did not emerge overnight, nor did 
it develop along a linear line of progress from the past to the present. 
Only recently, though, have historians begun to examine this complex 
and, as historian Frederick Cooper might describe it, “lumpy” history.

Dennis Merrill’s new book, Negotiating Paradise, is an important 
contribution to an emerging and still relatively uncharted literature on 
the history of tourism in Latin America. Organizing his analysis around 
three case studies (Mexico, Cuba and Puerto Rico), Merrill explains how 
tourism reshaped political and economic relations between the United 
States and Latin America in the twentieth century. 

As a historian of U.S. foreign relations, Merrill is interested in 
the way the historical development of tourism connected to important 
political-economic events between the U.S. and Latin America, such 
as the Puerto Rican nationalist movement and the Mexican and Cuban 
revolutions. He analyzes how tourism intersected politically, culturally, 
and economically with the history of “U.S. Empire” in Latin America. 

Each case study highlights how tourism operated as a key element 
of U.S. imperial “soft power,” a term first coined by Joseph Nye in the 
1990s. Merrill uses the term to encapsulate his main argument: that U.S. 
power in Latin America “endured in part because the hard power bran-
dished by marine brigades and financial houses has been accompanied by 
softer power, based on negotiation and suasion rather than compulsion” 
(p. 11). Tourism represented this softer version of U.S. imperial power.

Part of Merrill’s understanding of U.S. soft power is the idea that 
U.S. officials and visitors did not exclusively dictate the growth of 
tourism in the region. Latin Americans also manipulated tourism for 
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their own purposes. Within the context of U.S. hegemony, it was the 
combined efforts of Latin Americans, U.S. citizens, and transnational 
entrepreneurs that ultimately led to what he calls an “interactive process 
of globalization” (p. 26). This collective desire to develop the tourism 
industry complicates traditional interpretations in the field of U.S. for-
eign relations, which often separate historical actions in the U.S. from 
those emanating from a supposedly Latin American periphery.

Both tourism and U.S. power in Latin America are best understood 
(as the book’s title alludes) as negotiated, albeit at times asymmetrical, 
processes. Merrill convincingly demonstrates that political and com-
mercial leaders in Latin America worked to cultivate the tourist trade, 
as both a tool of diplomacy and an engine of social and economic devel-
opment. Puerto Rico’s well-known Director of Development, Teodoro 
Moscoso, would often say, “scratch a tourist and you’ll find an investor 
underneath” (p. 186). Latin American governments in the interwar years 
and again in the 1940s and 1950s utilized tourism to promote their own 
national projects. Indeed, political leaders in Mexico and Cuba devel-
oped their own distinct versions of Moscoso’s philosophy and in antici-
pation of tourist dollars, built new hotels and restaurants, commodified 
local cultures, and rearranged urban and rural landscapes to meet the 
leisurely desires of U.S. visitors. 

In terms of theory and method, Negotiating Paradise engages a small, 
but growing body of scholarship that uses tourism to study issues central 
to U.S. diplomatic and international history. Merrill’s argument dia-
logues, for example, with Christopher Endy’s Cold War Holidays, which 
analyzes the Cold War era relationship between the U.S. and France 
through the lens of tourism. Merrill also follows the lead of historians, 
such as Gilbert Joseph, who in the edited collection Close Encounters 
of Empire called for scholars to consider more thoroughly the cultural 
dynamics of U.S.-Latin American relations. Negotiating Paradise, then, 
is an attempt to incorporate traditional political-diplomatic approaches 
with more cultural interpretations of history. This methodological con-
vergence, Merrill explains, offers a more nuanced examination of U.S. 
foreign relations and exposes the everyday life of empire.

Merrill does indeed tell a more complicated and culturally aware 
history of U.S.-Latin American relations. Scholars of Latin America, 
approaching the history of tourism primarily from a socio-cultural angle 
rather than first from a diplomatic perspective, however, might find the 
narrative a bit detached from the everyday, which Merrill hopes to reveal. 
The book offers only a handful of accounts that highlight interactions 
between middle-class or everyday tourists and locals. Merrill mostly 
relies on the well-documented excursions of famous politicians, artists, 
and celebrities, like those of Franklin Roosevelt and Charles Lindbergh. 
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At the same time though, to Merrill’s credit, his focus on elite 
travelers should help to broaden the conception of tourism, disrupting 
conventional notions that divide political leaders and elite culture from 
the contemporary stereotype of middlebrow tourists. Merrill never fully 
explains, however, what defined these particularly well-known visitors as 
tourists. Was there space for U.S. citizens to travel in Latin America with 
an identity other than tourist? Was there a difference between a tourist 
and a traveler? Or in the twentieth century were they all the same? These 
questions are left unanswered.

Moreover, service-sector employees, who were most affected by the 
arrival of U.S. tourists, remain peripheral to the story. The evidence for 
“soft power” and “the everyday life of empire” derives mostly from politi-
cal and commercial leaders. Of course, the role of elites in the historical 
development of tourism is, in itself, a worthy topic of analysis. Merrill’s 
discussion of their activities and decisions, though, could be more clearly 
distinguished from the actions and perceptions of the majority of “tour-
ists,” “Mexicans,” “Cubans,” and “Puerto Ricans.” Elites at times seem 
to represent entire social and national groups.

 Merrill addresses a multitude of political, cultural and economic 
issues related to tourism: whether they be national, racial, and gendered 
stereotypes; national development schemes (successful and disastrous), 
including urban planning, historic preservation, and the consolidation of 
national identities; U.S. diplomatic affairs; or the interests and projects 
of transnational entrepreneurs, like Conrad Hilton and Pan-American 
World Airlines. Equally important, Merrill outlines innovative topics 
for future research. His relatively short, but provocative discussions of 
how tourism projects helped reorganize Havana’s built environment and 
Puerto Rico’s coastline, to offer just two examples, could be explored 
further. The work is full of thought provoking vignettes.

Negotiating Paradise covers a lot of chronological, thematic, and geo-
graphical ground and will therefore be a useful resource for specialists 
and non-specialists interested in a wide-ranging history of U.S. tourism in 
Latin America. The chapters on Cuba (3 & 4) and Puerto Rico (5 & 6), 
in particular, could be integrated into undergraduate or graduate reading 
lists on the history of twentieth-century Latin America or U.S. foreign 
relations. Despite the brief criticisms mentioned above, Merrill’s work 
will be required reading for anyone interested in a new perspective on 
the history of U.S.-Latin American relations or the history of tourism 
in the Americas.


