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Reviews 
 
STAGING TOURISM: Bodies on Display from Waikiki to Sea World. By Jane C Desmond. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 1999. Pp. xxv, 336. Cloth $30.00 
 

“The utopian fantasy of crossing boundaries while simultaneously reinscribing the,… A utopian 
future built on images of an Edenic past is one in which all people and all animals coexist 

peacefully.” 
                                                                ― Jane Desmond, Staging Tourism 

 
 Jane Desmond, in a rather imaginative and creative intellectual project, 
demonstrates how the consumption and commodification of performing bodies, both 
human and animal, is a central component of modern tourism.  Through this analysis 
Desmond is able to identify the ways in which these performances of bodily difference 
become stages and markers through which white, middle class Americans articulate a 
heteronomative, white, modern identity.  With Staging Tourism, Desmond offers a unique 
way in which to conceptualize how the violence of imperialism has (and continues to) 
become normalized within contemporary American society.  In this case, it is through 
performance, bodies that are visibly staged, commodified, and consumed, that acts to 
distract as well as render unequal power relations and violence invisible. 
 Within Staging Tourism, Desmond uses the culture/nature divide to organize her 
project, dividing her book into two parts focusing separately on each respective side of this 
ideological construct.  Part I, “Staging the Cultural,” is comprised of six chapters that traces 
the development of the iconic image of the Hawaiian “hula girl.”  Switching to the other side 
of this division, Part II, “Staging the Natural,” devotes three chapters to exploring various 
animal tourism displays within the United States, focusing primarily on marine animals.   
 Beginning in Part I, Desmond offers compelling research toward conceptualizing 
Hawaii within American imperialist development as well as interesting avenues of thought 
for Hawaii’s role in a contemporary context.  Specifically, through her exploration of the 
development of the image of the “hula girl” within tourism (and national discourse), 
Desmond analyzes the social and racial construction of Native Hawaiian peoples as “ideal 
natives.”  Interestingly, Desmond investigates the role these touristic performances 
focusing on bodily difference, the performance of bodily difference one might argue, played 
within this construction.  Desmond illustrates in many ways how the image of the “hula 
girl,” but also the image “beach boy” or “surfer,” were the ultimate embodiments of an 
idealized primitive “native.”   
 Most clearly, Desmond’s analysis of the exoticized image of the hapa-haole (mixed 
race, part white) hula girl illustrates how this performer not only embodied the construction 
of an ideal Hawaiian “native” but also how this representation of Hawaiians fits within a 
larger colonial project.  These representations functioned as projections of white middle-
class anxieties about immigration, expansion, and modernity.  In this way, Desmond 
suggests that this social and racial construction of the “ideal native” Hawaiian, embodied in 
the hapa-haole hula girl and accessed through hula performance, perpetuated imperialist 
and racist imaginaries and continues to do so into the present. 
 Part II, furthers Desmond’s discussion of the appropriation and subordination of 
bodies (nature, the “real”) within US nation-building imperialist projects.  Desmond’s 
investigation of the performing bodies of marine animals reveals how they play a similar 



role of that of the hula girl.  While not focusing on a specific locality (ie Hawaii), Desmond 
argues that animals, such as the “dangerous” and “captive” Shamu the killer whale also 
ploys similar complex primitivistic tropes invoked by the image of the hapa-haole hula girl.  
In both cases, touristic performances and displays utilize a reliance on thrilling and 
reaffirming experiences with the (primitive) Other that results in bodily difference serving as 
a marker of white middle-class identity.  In this way, one of Desmond’s most compelling 
points is elucidated—this being that non-white, non-human bodies are the “stage” on which 
white imaginaries of “true,” “real,” and “authentic” culture/nature is both projected and 
performed. 

Ultimately, utilizing an engaged methodology that incorporates participant-
observation (her own interpretations of displays and informal interviews/interactions), 
written accounts, interviews, surveys, postcards, photographs, advertisements, films, and 
oral histories, Desmond works to reveal the connective ideologies present between both 
cultural and natural tourist displays.     
 In this way, not only does Desmond cross disciplinary boundaries between the 
humanities and social sciences, she also breaches the species barrier to demonstrate that 
bodily essentialism, or “physical foundationalism” as she refers, is not only at the center of 
the US tourist industry but also the core of western ideologies of gender, race, and empire. 
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