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Orientalism and Wellness in the United States

ABSTRACT This arti cle explores how con sumer prac tices tether Orientalism to well ness. Relying on eth no graphic 

research, the author uncov ers how racialization and racialized expres sions of gen der are pro duced by and through 

per for ma tive and dis cur sive prac tices of well ness. Such prac tices, which are also some times described as mind-

ful ness tech niques, encour age par tic i pants to under stand well ness as a state of mind wherein if a per son mir rors 

the behav ior or speech of what qualifies as well ness, then they will also become well them selves. Drawing on 

meth ods from crit i cal con sumer stud ies as well as crit i cal race fem i nist the ory, the author argues that con tem po-

rary well ness prac tices expose somatic, rather than lit er ary, forms of Orientalism.

KEYWORDS  Orientalism, well ness, race, beauty, fem i nin ity

Always there lurks the assump tion that although the Western con sumer belongs to a 

numer i cal minor ity, he is enti tled either to own or to expend (or both) the major ity of 

the world resources. Why? Because he, unlike the Oriental, is a true human being.

—Edward Said, Orientalism

Introduction

In May 2021, as Seattle slowly began to reopen after months of man da tory lock­

down, an unas sum ing curb side dis play on Amazon’s cam pus announced a new 

part ner ship between Amazon and the well ness brand rē•spin. The sign alerted 

pass ersby to a store, known as an Amazon pop­up, which in the month of May 

would be pro mot ing rē•spin prod ucts designed by Halle Berry, who is per haps 

best known as the only Afri can Amer i can actress to win an Academy Award for 

best actress.

At the store, I was greeted by an ear nest Amazon employee and the faint sound 

of the 2018 alter na tive­indie track “Trampoline” by the US­based trio Shaed 

playing in the back ground. The space was designed to con vey a spa­like expe ri­

ence. For exam ple, on enter ing the store, one encoun tered a white leather couch 

surrounded by bam boo trees, invit ing shop pers to sit down and feel as if they 

were in a lush, trop i cal rainforest. To pro mote the pop­up on social media chan­

nels, a screenshot of Berry’s Instagram page had been printed out and framed, 
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encour ag ing vis i tors to fol low her online for more well ness tips. Across from 

the framed screenshot, a tele vi sion screen played a pro mo tional video on loop. 

The video, which was playing with the sound off, offered a win dow to under­

stand Berry’s role in pro mot ing the well ness par a pher na lia on sale through out 

the small store (fig. 1).1 The video inter po lates slow­motion shots of Berry, whose 

skin and hair appear to have been light ened for the pur poses of the cam paign. In 

the video, Berry is seen burn ing incense, prac tic ing yoga, laughing, cooking veg­

e tar ian food with cilan tro and mint leaves, and med i tat ing. Taken as a whole, the 

video seemed to sug gest that Berry led a happy life—that she was con tent and that 

it was her way of liv ing that brought her con tent ment.

Sitting on the lux u ri ous white couch, in my own per sonal faux rainforest, I 

searched for the pro mo tional video online and read ily found it. Though inau di ble 

in the space of the pop­up, the back ing track for the video con veyed a related sen­

sory appeal. The musi cal accom pa ni ment to the video relied on well­known sonic 

mark ers com monly sourced in spas or other retail­relax a tion envi ron ments, par­

tic u larly New Age or world music fea tur ing exotic instru ments like the pan pipe, 

the sarangi, or gam elan.2

FIGURE 1. Stills from 

rē•spin featuring 

Amazon Halo band 

promotional video. 

In the top image, 

actress Halle Berry 

performs a yoga pose 

in front of the ocean; 

in the bottom image, 

she meditates while 

burning/inhaling 

incense.
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In this arti cle, I explore how con sumer prac tices, like the ones Berry pro­

motes, tether Orientalism to well ness. In turn, I uncover how racialization and 

racialized expres sions of gen der are pro duced by and through per for ma tive 

and dis cur sive prac tices of well ness.3 Such prac tices, which are also some times 

described as mind ful ness tech niques, encour age par tic i pants to under stand well­

ness as a state of mind wherein if a per son mir rors the behav ior or speech of 

what qualifies as well ness, then they will also become well them selves. Draw­

ing on meth ods from crit i cal con sumer stud ies4 as well as crit i cal race fem i nist 

the ory,5 I argue that con tem po rary well ness prac tices rely on entrenched set tler 

colo nial–cap i tal ist log ics. These log ics expose somatic, rather than lit er ary, forms 

of Orientalism. Somatic Orientalism cap tures sen so rial expe ri ences (i.e., taste, 

touch, smell, hear ing, and sight) that extend from and at times feed the dis cur­

sive and con sump tive.6 In the rē•spin adver tise ment, for exam ple, somatic Ori­

entalism is reflected in and represented by Berry’s sen sory props—the smell of 

burn ing incense, the trop i cal flavors of cilan tro or mint, or the sound of an exotic 

instru ment. Simply put, somatic Orientalism allows con sum ers to believe that if 

they con sume and adopt the bodily prac tices of col o nized peo ples, then they will 

be restored to a nat u ral, pri mor dial state of good health—the kind of health that 

mod ern and Euro­Amer i can cul tures lack.

Over the last decade, research on well ness trends has dem on strated that eco­

nom i cally priv i leged women both in the United States and else where par tic i pate 

in the con sumer behav ior of an elit ist wom an hood through Orientalist escap ism 

and vir tue­sig nal ing, most nota bly in con tem po rary set tings like social media.7 

Building on these stud ies, one can see a dis cur sive and con sump tive for ma tion of 

“well ness” emerg ing—a com pas sion ate cap i tal ism—which posi tions well ness as 

more than bodily health and agil ity, as, that is, a con sumer behav ior that includes 

rather than pre cludes emo tional well­being. Following this rec og ni tion, I inter ro­

gate how well ness cul tures, par tic u larly the “branded fit ness” ver sions that Berry 

pro motes, rely on Orientalist prac tices of cap i tal ism and con sump tion.8 Draw­

ing on eth no graphic and archi val work on com mer cial well ness indus tries and 

related con sumer spaces, I expose the con sumer imper a tives of health that Berry 

reflects along side the racialized and gen dered defi  ni tions of well ness and beauty.9 

Within this frame, I not only exam ine how and why well ness cul tures today rely 

on Orientalist tropes, but also argue that, as Berry’s case makes clear, such cul­

tures repro duce colo nial­cap i tal ist log ics that flat ten and uni ver sal ize in order to 

extract, per form, and sell.

Orientalism, Wellness, and Influence(rs)

Berry is not the first actress­turned­life style­influencer in the United States to 

pro mote the Orientalist, con sum er ist, and beauty­cen tered idea of health that 

well ness indus tries typ ify. As soon as celeb rity prod uct endorse ments and print 
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media existed, so did a steady stream of wealthy women—celeb ri ties—whose 

bod ies and there fore whose life styles and rou tines inspired the masses. One of the 

ear li est celeb ri ties to endorse yoga­for­well ness, for exam ple, was Norma Jeane 

Mortenson, bet ter known as Marilyn Monroe, who is said to have credited yoga 

for her much­admired phy sique (see fig. 2). Monroe’s hypervisibility as an icon of 

Amer i can fem i nine beauty allowed her to posi tion her self as a proto­fit ness influ­

encer. Beginning in the late 1940s, Monroe began performing yoga poses, usu ally 

dressed in a bath ing suit or min i mal cloth ing, as part of her mar ket ing strat egy. 

These images were gen er ally paired with lan guage that encour aged other women 

who wanted to look like her to also take up yoga, fol low her die tary or other life­

style hab its, includ ing dress ing like she did to “feel” healthy.

The ear li est exam ples of aspirationally fit women’s bod ies emerged well before 

Monroe, though, in the early twen ti eth cen tury, when the influ ence of film cul­

ture and mod ern dance ele vated danc ing female bod ies from the enter tain ment 

realms of vaude ville and bur lesque. No lon ger base and bawdy, mod ern dance in 

colo nial­cos mo pol i tan spaces like New York, London, and Paris was now per­

formed as art by white women like Ruth St. Denis and Louise Brooks—and in 

many cases it was an art built on rac ist and Orientalist themes, often involv ing 

danc ers who appeared in black­ or brownface.10

Contemporary well ness cul tures, like the kind Berry is pro mot ing, operate as 

exten sions of a somatic Orientalism that one can trace from at least the begin ning 

of the twen ti eth cen tury in spaces like mod ern dance. To be sure, dancer­actresses 

FIGURE 2. Marilyn Monroe promoting yoga, Pageant 

Magazine, September 1952.
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of this era were also among the first to sug gest that racialized sounds and smells 

could and should be represented visu ally through cos tum ing and other forms 

of Orientalist spec ta cle—an idea that danc ers like Ruth St. Denis high lighted 

through their cho re og ra phy and set design (see fig. 3). Socialites­turned­danc ers, 

like Ruth St. Denis, whose careers often overlapped with or extended to film work 

in Hol ly wood, also par tic i pated as brand spokeswomen, establishing an assem­

blage that connected white women of means to con sum er ism and con sum er ism 

to Orientalist notions of beauty and wom an hood (see fig. 4).

In the prod uct endorse ments in fig ure 4, for exam ple, St. Denis’s cos tume 

and the set design posi tion her as an Indian woman, a tac tic she deployed with 

fre quency in her career.11 In both cases, she is pro mot ing a prod uct that relies 

on ideas of exot i cism or oth er ness, whether through taste or sight. Moreover, 

the prod ucts she is pro mot ing are meant to encour age tar get con sum ers, argu ­

ably other white women or aspirationally white women (like the ones fram ing St. 

Denis in the left­hand part of fig. 4), to adopt oth er ness in order to feel desir able. 

The kind of pro mo tional author ity St. Denis wielded in the early twen ti eth cen­

tury was and argu  ably still is the power of celeb rity influ ence that made it pos si ble 

for Jane Fonda to sell her life style in the 1970s to 1980s, Suzanne Somers in the 

1990s, and Gwyneth Paltrow in the early 2010s. In each of these eras, such women 

performed well ness—that is to say, their bod ies reflected a state of good health, 

desir abil ity, and signs of fem i nine beauty. In each case, the fact that these women 

were white, though often unac knowl edged in dis courses of racialization that 

posi tion white ness as unmarked, must be seen as essen tial to their suc cess and 

influ ence. In other words, there is a long Orientalist his tory of white racialization 

behind the con struc tion of women’s health and well ness. This his tory stretches 

from early dancer­actress­beauty icons like Ruth St. Denis to the insta­yogis, like 

Berry, we see today.

FIGURE 3. On the left, 

Ruth St. Denis in Yogi 

(1908); on the right, 

in Incense (1916). 

Courtesy of the New 

York Public Library 

Digital Collections.
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However, Berry’s case com pli cates the trend because Berry is not a white 

woman. Throughout her career, Berry has represented her self as an Afri can Amer­

i can woman. Thus, Berry’s par tic i pa tion in and rep re sen ta tion of an Orientalist 

con sumer cul ture that caters to and con structs white wom an hood sug gest a new 

twist to per for mances of both white ness and wom an hood in the U.S. con text. 

Arguably, it is not only Berry’s abil ity to adopt the bodily prac tices and beauty ide­

als of white ness, but also her wealth and social mobil ity—a facet of her celeb rity 

sta tus—which makes it pos si ble to posi tion her self as a well ness influencer.

In this regard, recent forms of well ness con sum er ism are both cause and 

result of Orientalist forms of racialization that are spe cific to the US con text. 

It is by now a tru ism that the 2006 best­sell ing self­help novel/travel diary by 

Elizabeth Gilbert, Eat, Pray, Love, pop u lar ized a brand of white fem i nism for US 

women that has since come to shape notions of beauty, well ness, and con sumer 

prac tices. Joining a larger body of work set in the Global South in the post­9/11 

era, the mem oir par tic u larly val o rized yoga, but also alter na tive forms of med i­

cine and well ness, as a means by which women, with the finan cial means to travel 

the world at lei sure for months at a time, could “find them selves” as well as claim 

their sex u al ity out side of the con fi nes of mar riage. Feminist schol ars like Shefali 

Chandra have noted the con sump tive log ics at the heart of such engage ments: 

“Skillfully nav i gat ing between twen ti eth­cen tury impe rial his tory, the rise of the 

War on Terror, and a barely contained obses sion with Hindu female sex u al ity . . .  

[texts like Gilbert’s are] driven by the con vic tion that India, and Indian women, 

will heal the mind and body of the white woman. India enables the Amer i can 

woman to cure her self.”12 Eat, Pray, Love launched a new ver sion of the con sump­

tion­leads­to­well ness ideology, repackaging an old Orientalist tale of travel and 

lei sure as the secret to good health.

FIGURE 4. Early 

twentieth-century 

product endorsements 

by Orientalist dancer-

actress Ruth St. Denis.
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Performative Wellness and Aspirational Whiteness

Since the advent of Instagram celeb rity/influencer cul ture, this is the logic of 

lei sure­well ness that under scores the steady onslaught of Instagram posts under 

the tags #wellness, like the ones on Berry’s feed and under the brand name 

rē•spin. Whereas in the case of some one like Ruth St. Denis, cos tum ing and 

spec ta cle were the pri mary mech a nism by which such log ics were sig naled, or 

in Monroe’s case, through acro batic or con tor tion ist poses, in Berry’s case this 

appeal is achieved through the body itself. In each case, it is pos si ble to see per­

for ma tive forms of well ness and the kinds of white racialization it sig nals as ver­

sions of what Michel Foucault once the o rized as a “tech nol ogy of the self, which 

per mits indi vid u als to effect by their own means or with the help of oth ers a 

cer tain num ber of oper a tions on their own bod ies and souls, thoughts, con duct, 

and way of being, so as to trans form them selves in order to attain a cer tain state 

of hap pi ness, purity, wis dom, per fec tion, or immor tal ity.”13 In other words, in 

Berry’s case we can now see that the mate rial qual i ties of Orientalist well ness 

have become both racialized and inter nal ized—that they are no lon ger about 

what one wears or how one trains one’s body to look, but about how one feels or 

desires to feel. Indeed, how else to explain the aspi ra tional lan guage of self ood 

(i.e., con nect, give, eter nal, etc.) along side images of Berry—with dig i tally light­

ened skin and hair—that are prominent across rē•spin’s brand adver tise ments 

(see figs. 5 and 1).

Ideas of well ness as some thing that can be bought or sold, adopted or dis­

carded, exposes the nefar i ous log ics of US impe ri al ism and its nar cis sis tic impulses. 

Furthermore, when aligned with women’s issues, claims to fem i nism tend to 

mor al ize health and well ness activ i ties, includ ing die tary hab its. This mech a­

nism, by which women are taught to see their health as a con sumer out come, 

in turn feeds the self­cen tered and neo lib eral rhet o ric of “my best inter est at any 

cost.” Instagram and its influencers clearly cap i tal ize on the aspi ra tional aspects of 

well ness cul tures by sell ing the idea that lis ten ing to spe cific music or eat ing cer­

tain foods not only improves well ness in an exter nal ized and observ able man ner, 

but also, par a dox i cally, offer fol low ers and con sum ers a sense of indi vid u al ity. 

For exam ple, a com mon phrase I have heard over the years in my eth no graphic 

work among those who par tic i pate in com mer cial well ness indus tries is that such 

somatic and Orientalist tools have helped them “find them selves” and “accept” 

their bod ies. However, this is the same fit ness cul ture that has borne wit ness to 

unprec e dented rates of eat ing dis or ders, includ ing a new diag no sis known as 

“orthorexia nervosa”—an obses sion with eat ing healthy or “clean.” Despite the 

rhet o ric of self­love and accep tance, well ness cul tures like the ones Berry pro­

motes appear to be engen der ing new and dan ger ous forms of con ceit and con­

trol ling ten den cies.
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Conclusion

What today might appear to an untrained eye as an ambi ent exam ple of influ­

encer cul ture, oth er wise marketed by Berry as a well ness must­have, is inti mately 

teth ered to a larger story of how race and gen der are performed in every day life in 

the US con text. Through such per for mances, white ness as well ness is reinscribed. 

In turn, Berry’s Orientalist per for mance of well ness, allows her, as an icon of 

Black iden tity and suc cess in the United States, to rep re sent the other because her 

way of doing so con firms that the other also wants to be white. Put another way, 

despite her racial iden ti fi ca tion as an Afri can Amer i can woman in the United 

States of America, Berry’s influencer role allows her to adopt oth er ness in order 

to shore up white ness and the desire for white ness. Ultimately, such forms of 

com pas sion ate cap i tal ism reveal extrac tive log ics and reinscribe white iden ti fi ca­

tion and assim i la tion as a goal.

FIGURE 5. Still from 

rē•spin Halo pop-up in 

Seattle, WA. May 2021. 

Photo by author.
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Notes

1 For exam ple, in a pop­up store one can pur chase yoga blocks, booty bands, speed jump 

ropes, waist train ers, and other exer cise tools, includ ing Amazon’s ver sion of a fit ness 

tracker, a Halo band.

2 Barendregt, “Tropical Spa Cultures,” 162. See also Kassabian, “Would You Like Some 

World Music?” 219.

3 Here I am refer ring in part to Judith Butler’s the ory of performativity—the idea that 

white gen der iden tity is socially constructed and affirmed through speech and other 

repet i tive forms of com mu ni ca tion. Butler draws in part on John L. Austin’s the ory of 

“per for ma tive utter ances.” See Austin, How to Do Things with Words, 5. Performativity 

refers spe cifi  cally to actions, which not only rep re sent an idea or iden tity, but also actu­

al ize it.

4 Chin, My Life with Things, 194–95; Lash and Urry, Economies of Signs and Space, 5–6.

5 hooks, “Oppositional Gaze”; Cheng, Ornamentalism, xi.

6 See Putcha, “After Eat, Pray, Love,” 456–60.

7 Birdee et al., “Characteristics of Yoga Users,” 1655; Park, Braun, and Siegel, “Who Prac­

tices Yoga?,” 463; Annavarapu, “Consuming Wellness,” 420.

8 Powers and Greenwell, “Branded Fitness,” 524.

9 See Aizura, “Where Health and Beauty Meet.”

10 Putcha, “White Hygiene,” 112.

11 Srinivasan, Sweating Saris, 67–82.

12 Chandra, “‘India Will Change You Forever,’” 488.

13 Foucault, Technologies of Self, 18.
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