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The Peregrinations of Two ‘Péruviennes’: 
Travel, Gender and Sexuality in the 

Transatlantic Crossings of Mme de Graffigny’s 
Zilia and Flora Tristan

Clorinda Donato
California State University, Long Beach

This study considers transatlantic narrative space as a fertile site for the development 
and enactment of women’s agency in French literature authored by Madame de Graffigny 
(1695-1758) and Flora Tristan (1803-1844). Both reflect on French-Peruvian hybridity 
and how the negotiating of identity through two cultures creates unique conditions for 
female agency and the redefinition of gender roles. Transatlantic economics, history, 
and colonial culture are used to conduct a close reading of the textual worlds of the 
authors’ French-Peruvian subjects, Zilia, protagonist of Graffigny’s Les Lettres d’une 
Péruvienne (1747) and Flora, the autobiographical subject of Les Pérégrinations d’une 
Paria (1738). Read in tandem, their struggles to negotiate identity and autonomy 
through a complex set of cultural, gendered, and legal positions offer insight into the 
connections between pre- and post-revolutionary women in France who eschewed male 
conjugal power to forge new models of female subjectivity.

Este estudio considera el espacio narrativo transatlántico como un sitio fértil para el 
desarrollo y la promulgación de los derechos de un organismo  feminista en la literatura 
francesa de las autoras Madame de Graffigny (1695-1758) y Flora Tristán (1803-1844). 
Ambas se reflejan en el híbrido francés-peruano y cómo la negociación de identidad a 
través de dos culturas crea condiciones únicas para el organismo femenino y para la 
redefinición de los papeles de género. Utilizan la economía transatlántica, la historia y 
la cultura colonial para conducir a una lectura cerrada de los mundos textuales de los 
personajes franceses-peruanos, Zilia, la protagonista de Las cartas de una peruana de 
Graffingy (1747)  y de Flora, el personaje autobiográfico de Las peregrinaciones de 
una paria (1738). Cuando se leen de manera subsecuente  -sus luchas por negociar 
la identidad y autonomía a través de un conjunto complejo de posiciones culturales 
de género y legales- ofrecen un entendimiento sobre las conexiones entre las mujeres 
francesas pre y post revolucionarias que evitaban el poder masculino conyugal para 
forjar nuevos modelos de subjetividad femenina.

iiiiiiiiihe power of husbands, brothers, fathers, and uncles over
iiiiiiiiiwomen in the transatlantic space linking France and Peru (1740-T
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1840) met no greater challenges to its authority than those posed by 
the narrative histories of the Peruvian princess Zilia in Madame 
de Graffigny’s 1747 novel Les Lettres d’ une Péruvienne and Flora 
Tristan’s autobiographical account in  Les Pérégrinations d’une  Paria 
(1738).  Over the past twenty years, both texts have received growing 
critical attention for what can only be termed, retrospectively, as the 
decidedly feminist politics that they espouse. Zilia’s refusal of marriage 
in favor of the opportunity to live her life as a philosophe and Flora’s 
embracing of the identity of the pariah as the ultimate expression of 
freedom and agency in the wake of her Peruvian uncle’s refusal to 
officially recognize her as his niece  established new frontiers for what 
was thinkable for women. A recent collection of essays entitled Women’s 
Rights and Transatlantic Antislavery in the Era of Emancipation charts 
the growing anger of women who chafed at the hypocrisy of French 
antislavery laws and sentiment when juxtaposed with the stifling 
confines of the marriage contract in France.1  Yet French women’s desire 
to change their lot and control their destinies in the absence of slavery 
and abolitionist references informs women’s fictional and personal 
narratives in equal measure. This study documents the unique features 
of the transatlantic narrative space as a fertile site for the development 
and enactment of women’s agency through close reading of the textual 
worlds of the French-Peruvian subjects, Zilia and Flora, and their legacy 
in a culturally reciprocal perspective. Before entering into our analysis 
of these texts, however, we begin by considering the entrée of women 
into the arena of transatlantic scholarship in the interest of highlighting 
the extent to which these narratives break new ground. 

To be sure, the conception of space as transatlantic and therefore 
geographically reciprocal, with the bidirectional movement of people, 
goods, ideas, plants, and animals irrevocably changing each other 
constitutes a watershed in the ways in which economists, historians, 
literary scholars, art historians, and anthropologists, among others, select 
and read primary texts. Such newly informed readings have revealed a 
wealth of intertextualities, which demand that we rethink both what 
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and how we study scientific corpora.2 Additionally, these readings also 
highlight the need for either acquiring or honing the tools necessary for 
conducting research in this field. The scholarly discourse’s evolution 
into Transatlantic Studies is innovative yet narrow. Innovative, in that 
it forced scholars to think across disciplines in order to find answers 
to the scholarly questions imposed by hybridism of place, customs, 
languages, and peoples. Narrow, since the widening of this research 
perspective has included feminist and gender studies only in recent 
years.3  Indeed, one of the founding projects in Atlantic Studies, the 
1976 two-volume collection of selected conference proceedings 
entitled First Images of America: The Impact of the New World on the 
Old, does not contain a single article specifically referencing women. 
Neither does a more recent volume, Decentring the Renaissance: 
Canada and Europe in Multidisciplinary Perspective, 1500-1700, 
published in 2001.4 The reasons for this are twofold: first, each is 
concerned primarily with shifting the view of the Renaissance to one 
of reciprocity of input. First Images asked “how Europe’s discovery 
of America impacted the Old World.”5 Indeed, a perusal of the index 
of First Images yields the earliest positions of theorists whose work 
has shaped current Atlantic scholarship, such as Stephen Greenblatt, 
David Quinn and Hayden White. White’s tropological theories are 
being used by transatlantic scholars such as Francisco J. Borge to study 
the transformations of foreign minds beholding the New World for the 
first time.6  The project to recast Renaissance studies more inclusively is 
advanced in Decentring the Renaissance, a volume which conducts the 
important business of calling all scholars to practice academic mestizaje 
in their work, a methodology formulated by Natalie Zemon Davis in her 
leading article, “Polarities, hybridities: what strategies for decentring?”7  
In the highlights for both collections, summarized on their back covers, 
an innovative interdisciplinarity is touted.  Yet silence reigns on issues 
of gender and women’s studies.  It is not our intent to denigrate these 
early efforts, for both First Images and Decentring the Renaissance 
were engaged in varying degrees with the reintegration of indigenous 
voices into the overwhelmingly Western archive of source texts, calling 
on scholars to seek and listen to the voices of the heretofore “silent” 
players, as well as to redefine the tools required to access those voices.  
However, even as recently as 2001, silence about women in the Atlantic 
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world reigned among European scholars, though Octavio Paz had left 
models for women’s voices in transatlantic scholarship well before his 
death in 1998.  His embodiment of the transatlantic persona and his 
readings of La Malinche and Sor Juana Iñés de la Cruz were among the 
first to bring the study of women as early modern transatlantic historical 
agents to the fore. However Paz explains that in the case of La Malinche  
agency can be read negatively, or, as in the case of Sor Juana, fettered, 
for it must be negotiated through the “trampas” or traps of religion.  In 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries women’s agency is imagined 
differently as our study will show.8 

The overarching silence can in part be explained by questions of 
periodicity.  The ways in which the Atlantic world influenced and 
transformed women by opening up a space where new criteria of self-
construction and agency could emerge would not become fully evident 
until the end of the seventeenth century, gathering momentum during 
the eighteenth century to coincide with women’s entrance into the public 
sphere. Thanks to Joan Landes’ groundbreaking work in this field, the 
high profile of women in eighteenth-century France has become a topos 
of inquiry that has revitalized the entire field of eighteenth-century 
studies, including the important, comparative work that has spawned 
gender-based, public-sphere research in Spain and Latin America, to 
mention those regions that are the most pertinent to this study.9  Landes 
addressed, for the first time, how the dynamics of an eighteenth-century 
bourgeois public sphere affected women and feminism. Her book 
answers this question through a study of French historical examples.  
By expanding her discussion on women and the public sphere to the 
triangular French, Spanish, Latin American transatlantic space as 
conceived by women writers who were active in the same 1750-1850 
period covered by Landes in her study, models of female conceived and 
executed modes of agency emerge, corroborating Landes’ thesis while 
at the same time exhibiting strategies for the control and restructuration 
of women’s lives by women themselves.  Examples of these modes of 
agency include the role of salonnière and the resulting effeminizing of 
culture in France, when leisured men began to participate in the salon 
activities of women and where feminine forms of discourse, and control 
of that discourse, belonged to women. In the wake of Landes’ work, 
numerous scholars, including Rogier Chartier and Dena Goodman, 
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have studied the variety of ways in which women emerged as private 
individuals who would use their reason publicly, to paraphrase 
Habermas’ definition of the transformation of the public sphere.10

When dealing with Spain and Latin America, issues of periodicity are 
foremost.  The reception of Enlightenment thought in late eighteenth-
century Spain and Latin America occurred almost simultaneously with 
the reception of Romanticism’s appeal to individual actualization. 
The conflation of these two movements established for female 
agency a unique moment, as opposed to the more clearly delineated 
moments that characterized French intellectual history.  This essay 
focuses primarily on the perspective from France in the literary work 
of two French women writers who narrated transatlantic crossings 
by women, one fictional, the other factual; one westward, the other 
eastward.  Madame de Graffigny and Flora Tristan both write from 
a French cultural perspective to engage with the Atlantic world, and 
specifically with Peru. For Graffigny, her knowledge of that world has 
been derived from books in true Enlightenment fashion. The French 
took in the world through books and Graffigny, femme-philosophe, 
based the Peruvian customs, dress, and views on what she had gleaned 
from books, in the same manner that Montesquieu had fashioned the 
characters of Usbek and Rica on travel accounts and histories of Persia. 
Tristan, instead, true to the early nineteenth-century call to personal 
quest, strikes out on her own to experience Peru, as had any number of 
Romantic authors and their protagonists, including Chateaubriand and 
his somewhat autobiographical character René, in the novel by the same 
name. Familiarity with the Atlantic world through conquest, trade, and 
commerce made it a congenial space for pursuing female agency, a place 
with enough shared cultural ideals that could make communication 
possible. This was not the case with the perceived Persian world of the 
Seraglio, a world that shunned and shut out the female gaze a priori.  
As a premise for our article, then, it is important to keep in mind the 
reasons for which the Atlantic corridor appealed to writers and travelers, 
especially to women, as a space in which innovation and agency could be 
explored thanks to the exotic displacement of European taboos into the 
lives of unfamiliar subjects who could thrive and triumph.  This space 
of experimentation, both imagined and real, is documented through a 
discrete output of written texts whose legacy, from one period to the 
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other, is traced here in two travel narratives inspired by transatlantic 
crossings, Francoise de Graffigny’s Lettres d’une Péruvienne (1747) 
and Flora Tristan’s Pérégrinations d’une Paria (1838).11 

Madame de Graffigny and Zilia, the heroine of her novel, Lettres 
d’une Péruvienne, and Flora Tristan, both as author and protagonist 
in her autobiographical travel narrative Pérégrinations d’une Paria, 
operate as dynamic models for women’s public sphere agency in 
France. Both imagine and perform themselves as women uncoupled 
from domestic life, with options that suddenly open up before them, 
enabling a choice between domesticity and a non-traditional life.12 What 
is particularly remarkable about this choice, in both instances, is how 
dislocation within the transatlantic sets up these options, establishing 
an opportunity for the refashioning of women’s roles outside both 
an imagined Peruvian domesticity and the all too familiar French 
domesticity, against which both Graffigny and Tristan reacted.

Graffigny’s trajectory as a writer is worth considering, for in her 
case, writing and survival are inexorably intertwined. Françoise de 
Graffigny first takes up the pen in a plaintive missive to her father to 
plead for his help in escaping from an abusive husband.13 Reduced to 
poverty from his drinking and gambling, and childless after both her 
son and daughter had succumbed to illness, Graffigny soon tired of her 
job as companion to wealthy noblewomen in Lorraine, choosing to risk 
life on her own as a writer in Paris. The vicissitudes of her existence 
had left her desirous for a life that could be lived on her own terms, 
with relationships that she could control.  Soon, she elected the warm 
stability of friendship with the devoted Devaux rather than the unstable 
fancies of the passions. Her life story, paralleled in numerous ways by 
the heroine Zilia, stands as perhaps the most salient example of the 
possibilities for women of genius and talent to enter the public sphere 
at the height of the Enlightenment in mid-eighteenth-century France. 
Instead Flora Tristan, author and protagonist of Les Pérégrinations 
d’ une Paria, exemplifies in her life and her writing the moment in 
the nineteenth century when the loss of the momentum gained by 
female agency in the eighteenth century became painfully obvious. 
Her romantic nostalgia for what had been lost nourished new forms 
of female sensibility in which the public sphere was transformed into 
a space where the victim could decry her lot and demand that attention 
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be paid to the very status of victimhood. The reach of this cry was 
further enhanced by the egregious evidence of slavery’s human toll, 
which further inspired and outraged women who became activists once 
they had established the connection between their own status and that 
of slaves, factory workers, and indigenous populations in their work.14

Within the Francophone world, the tragic fate of literary heroines such 
as the Abbé Prévost’s eponymous Manon Lescaut or Virginie, heroine 
of the Abbé de Saint Pierre’s Paul et Virginie, runs in counter current 
to the survival and thriving of the women-authored Les Lettres d´une 
péruvienne and Les Pérégrinations d’ une Paria.  In direct contrast with 
the outcomes for Zilia and Flora in their colonial crossings, the literary 
heroine who ventures into the transatlantic, transcontinental space is 
doomed in the narratives of male authors such as Prévost and Saint 
Pierre. Indeed, both Manon and Virginie’s venturings into that space 
meet with death. However, such crossings are both liberating and status 
altering when taken up by women authors in the Francophone world.  
This article explores this fate as well as the impact of the transatlantic 
on women and female agency through a parallel reading of the identities 
of Zilia and Flora Tristan. 

In both texts, gender and sexuality are recast as a function of travel 
and its telling in the travel narrative. The power of female sexuality and 
the salvation of seduction in the case of both Zilia and Flora while in 
transit on the vessels that took each to her final destination is taken up by 
both of these authors.  Zilia’s exotic beauty earns her a protected place 
with Deterville on the French ship that carries her to Paris, while Flora 
leads the ship captain to believe that once they set anchor in Peru he will 
be rewarded with sexual favors in exchange for the better quarters and 
rations she had received from him during the crossing.  Both authors 
explore the fraught nature of female sexuality as obstacle and vehicle, 
including the shame of having to resort to the strategy of sexuality on 
the path toward agency.  Although one is a fictitious crossing and the 
other real, the two protagonists’ external and internal voyages exhibit 
a strikingly similar set of tropes, meditations, and rationalizations 
related to the newly configured gendered relationships and sexualities 
that are a product of mobility, displacement, and replacement. Both Les 
Lettres d’une péruvianne and the Pérégrinations d’une paria address 
a wide variety of family, gender, marriage, and cultural questions that 
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are intrinsically linked to the evolving identities of Zilia and Flora as 
women, as well as to the status of women in pre- and post-revolutionary 
France. 

This questioning takes place through the prism of transatlantic space, 
where they are forced to call into question and reorder almost every 
category of their lives and, in particular, their relationships with men 
and women, and the geographical and cultural determinants of their 
sexuality, whether in their countries of origin, in transit while traveling, 
or as restructured (or not) in the new environment. Both extrapolate 
universal observations about the status of women in general from their 
internal trajectories; moreover, both are forced to redefine themselves in 
the absence of the legal and moral codes that had previously conferred 
identity upon them. By focusing on these two women and the evolution 
of their Weltanschauung over the nearly 100 years that separate their 
writings, a distinct vision of the woman writer and her protagonists 
emerges in sharp contrast with the female protagonists fashioned by 
male writers.

This article, then, explores issues of periodization in relation to 
these “sibling” accounts. Each author-protagonist pair—Graffigny-
Zilia and Tristan author-Tristan protagonist—in their own “docudrama”  
travelogue, reflect the hopes, fears, and dreams that have provided a 
unifying motif in women’s writing across borders of time and space.  
While much of the critical focus related to the genealogical connections 
of Mme. de Graffigny’s novel has sought to establish a relationship 
between the Lettres d’une Péruvienne and earlier forms of epistolarity 
such as Montesquieu’s Lettres persanes (1721) and the anonymous 
Lettres portugaises (1669), this study investigates the nineteenth-
century legacy of Graffigny to Tristan, an author who shares numerous 
points of contact with Graffigny, not the least of which are travel, the 
topos of Peru, and the dawning and evolution of the entwined, extremely 
fertile sites for change and transformation that were colonialism and 
female agency.15 

The legacy of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century French women’s 
writing to nineteenth-century French women writers is an area of 
inquiry that is rich with possibility for the researcher.  While it has been 
difficult to find much evidence about the extent to which a nineteenth-
century writer such as George Sand read and studied the literary 
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production of writers such as Mme. de Scudery, Mme. de Lafayette, or 
Mme. de Graffigny, echoes in their work can be heard in Graffigny’s 
protagonist Zilia.  Zilia breaks a paradigm as the first traveling woman 
who charts her life story as a personal and geographical travelogue. She 
is as symbolically important for women travelers as Marco Polo is the 
prototype of the early modern male traveler whose trajectory through 
space and time plants the first literary seeds of transnationality, which is 
the reciprocal influences of places of origin and sites of dwelling on the 
individual whose identity over time contains and ultimately transcends 
both as reflected in views that critique and synthesize.  Like Marco 
Polo, Zilia and Flora chart their life stories as personal travelogues in 
which the Atlantic waters are braved in crossings from Peru to Paris and 
Paris to Peru, the time and space in which they become transnational, 
female agents.  They disseminate their histories in French, as did Polo, 
with the intent of reaching a readership inclusive of those who could 
not read Latin.16

Although one is a fictitious crossing and the other real, the two 
protagonists’ external and internal voyages are so similar that they 
demand a parallel reading, for they are cut from the same cloth, as if 
they were two orphaned and separated sisters, sisters whose stories 
corroborate and complete each other and ultimately triumph in that 
tenuous crucible where female identity is forged and recast by woman 
herself. 

A recap of Zilia’s fictional life as protagonist of Les Lettres d’une 
Péruvienne immediately reveals the autobiographical nature of the 
work.  The brainchild of Mme. de Graffigny, the abducted Peruvian 
princess, Zilia, brought to France against her own will, has long been 
recognized as the “porteparole” for Mme. de Graffigny’s own ideas 
about marriage. Her marriage ended in separation, making her free 
of a brutal, wife-beating husband, but in need of more money than 
what she had been left with after the separation. The eleven of sixteen 
volumes of her correspondence, edited and published over the past 
ten years, widely document a conscious understanding of the stakes 
involved in being a woman who makes her living through writing. The 
autobiographical nature of Les Lettres d’une Péruvienne is corroborated 
by her correspondences. The writing of the self that characterized Mme. 
de Graffigny’s epistolary novel is a subject that she explores endlessly 
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in her letters.17 
Zilia is captured by the Spaniards during a routine pillaging trip to 

Peru, where they have filled their ships with gold and other riches.  The 
Spaniards then set sail for home with Zilia on board when their ships, 
laden with goods, are intercepted by the French, and these are taken 
over by the French as spoils of war.18  Disoriented and displaced, Zilia 
is in a state of precarious mental and physical health throughout the 
voyage.  Deterville, a young French officer on the ship, nurses her back 
to health with the help of a doctor who was on board during the crossing. 
Deterville falls in love with Zilia as he cures her. Despite her disoriented 
state, Zilia is not unaware of the attraction he felt toward her, the only 
power she is aware of possessing in a situation in which she is only a 
victim of circumstance. Deterville takes care of her when they return 
to France, eventually bringing her to meet and live with his mother and 
sister in Paris.  From the time she leaves Peru, however, the thought 
that has sustained her is that of Aza, her betrothed Peruvian prince (and 
brother) with whom she attempts to maintain contact, first, through 
“writing” to him in “quipus,” a system of knotted threads that Peruvians 
used to record history, and later, when she has exhausted her supply of 
threads, through a long letter written in French, the language she slowly 
masters during her imposed exile.19  Les Lettres d’une Peruvienne has 
received wide critical acclaim over the past twenty years as a novel 
of feminine self-discovery through writing, since writing was Zilia’s 
only salvation from the nadir of displacement that she reached after 
being torn from everything that was familiar to her.  Zilia’s choice to 
write, which first expressed itself as a transformation of the historical, 
record-keeping function of the “quipus” into one of personal, inner 
record-keeping, has been seen as the most important single gesture in 
self-construction by a woman who had initially been displaced from 
any viable social context. The affirmation is further strengthened by her 
refusal to marry Deterville, even once she discovered that her betrothed, 
Aza, had betrayed her and their culture by taking a Spanish bride.

Flora Tristan was born in Paris on April 7, 1803. According to 
Flora, her father, Mariano de Tristan y Mocoso had married her French 
mother, Terese Laisney, in Spain, where she had fled in the aftermath 
of the French Revolution. When her father died abruptly, without 
having legalized his real or presumed marriage in France, Flora, her 
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mother, and her younger brother moved to the countryside until her 
brother died, after which mother and daughter moved back to one of the 
poorest quarters of Paris.  At the age of seventeen, Flora began working 
at the engraver’s workshop of Andres Chazal, whom she would marry 
shortly thereafter, in 1821, in compliance with the incessant pleading 
of her mother, whom she would later blame for this unhappy union. In 
contrast with Zilia, Flora undertakes her voyage from France to Peru on 
her own, an imposed voyage of self-discovery at a time in her life when 
she had exhausted all legal possibilities to divorce her husband. She 
sought therefore once and for all to establish her legal identity as the 
legitimate daughter of Mariano de Tristan y Mocoso and thus receive 
the inheritance that was due to her, yet controlled by her uncle, the last 
Viceroy to Peru, Don Pío Tristan.  

Flora spent a little over a year visiting Peru, living for a few months 
at the home of her uncle, who treated her as a part of his family but 
still refused to recognize her as her father’s legitimate heir, lacking the 
proper documentation of the marriage between her parents. The moment 
of her uncle’s refusal is decisive in her narrative, which is structured 
like a diary. It is divided into two parts and interspersed with letters.

For this reason, Susan Grogan, in the introduction to her book Flora 
Tristan, Life Stories, proposes a re-evaluation of the biography as genre, 
especially when it is a question of underscoring the historical specificity 
of feminist action, which validates the focus on the individual.20 
According to French historian of gender and labor, Joan Scott, Grogan 
prefers to consider the individual as a “site” where cultural and political 
battles take place in a comparative relationship with the reactions of 
other individuals whose experiences parallel each other.  It is no longer 
a question of writing an individual’s definitive biography, but of reading 
the different life stories that have been written by the author herself and 
which present themselves over time through works both fictional and 
autobiographical, correspondences, trials, and novels, travel narratives, 
diaries and the narratives of friends and colleagues.  That is the sense 
of “life stories,” which invites us to partake in  a kaleidoscopic and 
dynamic reading of an individual’s life, rather than the static and 
painstakingly detailed documentation of the minutiae of the subject’s 
everyday routine, which has been a consistent feature of biography, and 
especially of hagiography.  
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Life studies are the stuff of prosporographic research which combines 
stories of like persons in a particular place and time to establish 
collective biographies. In the case of Tristan, Grogan has conflated 
her life story with the life stories of other women in the public eye 
during the Romantic period to show how the “woman of ideas” and the 
“woman author” were depicted in words and image. In this life studies 
vision of biography, the representation of the self plays a fundamental 
role, especially when its goal is instructive, serving as a model to others. 
Although the lives of the two writers never crossed, with twenty-five 
years separating the death of Mme. de Graffigny in 1778 and the birth 
of Flora Tristan in 1803, the “life stories” of the two writers, including 
their choices and literary reactions in the face of their experiences as 
women, demonstrate a striking set of parallel actions and thought. 

Concerning Françoise de Graffigny, Julia Douthwaite had already 
indicated the possibility of a “life stories” reading in her book Exotic 
Women: Literary Heroines and Cultural Strategies in Ancien Régime 
France.  She has made it clear how the narrative of the life of Zilia in the 
Lettres d’une Péruvienne can be read as an idealized and exotic version 
of Françoise de Graffigny’s life itself, a life marked by financial and 
personal difficulties and violence against her as a woman, especially 
at the hand of her husband, as well as her status as an exclue in Paris.21  
Though exotic, Graffigny framed this rewriting of herself by studying 
the history of Peru and infusing it with the reality of the transatlantic 
triangular relations—France, Spain, Latin America—as she knew 
them.22 

Traveling alone as solitary women, victims of social conditions 
and structures that make them fully aware of their status as “outcasts,” 
particularly in the societies encountered at the end of their voyages, 
both extrapolate from their internal trajectories universal observations 
about the status of women in general; moreover, both are forced to 
redefine themselves in the absence and ultimate rejection of the sets 
of legal and moral codes that conferred identity. By the end of their 
accounts, both are armed with new consciences and self-assigned social 
roles in which they define themselves and their relations with others, 
although Flora’s is played out publicly while Zilia’s ends up in a unique 
set of relationships in the private sphere. Yet Zilia’s private sphere 
rejection of Deterville and Flora’s public outcry against her husband 
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in a court of law are not so very distant if we consider Joan Landes’ 
analysis of the shift from French absolutism and the bourgeois state. 
Landes argues that the reorganization of public life is connected to a 
reorganization of experience in modern times.  If we consider the public 
consumption in the novel of Zilia’s private space transgression in the 
handling of marriage proposals between a man of quality and a woman 
of a different class who should be grateful, we realize that Joan Landes’ 
claim is corroborated, because private domesticity is given public access 
through the novel.  Zilia’s rejection of Deterville was seen as a case of 
public humiliation for the French nobleman if we consider the public 
outcry that the ending of the novel produced when it was published, and 
the number of rewritten endings that were crafted by those who could 
certainly identify with Deterville and were humiliated. Even though 
Graffigny’s Zilia was of Inca nobility, the readership considered her 
status, albeit noble, as a subaltern version of nobility, being Peruvian, 
and thus automatically likened to European nobility through contiguity 
of experience, yet lowered as a primitive form of that same experience 
in the histories of Peru that Graffigny used, especially Garcilaso. In this 
regard, there are interesting parallels with Manon Lescaut, in which 
Manon publicly humiliates Des Grieux, yet in her case, her inferior 
class never made her a candidate for the role of Des Grieux’s wife, so we 
tolerate his dalliance with her as a beautiful prostitute whom we expect 
him to abandon at some point. The modern experience of rejection of 
the noble male in literature by a woman who speaks (Zilia) signals the 
transformation of the public sphere that was under way, such that Zilia 
becomes the private individual who makes public use of her reason 
through Graffigny’s authorship.  Here Zilia has become the porte-parole 
of her author, the protagonist as bearer of a universal message typical of 
the Voltairean conte philosophique.  The extent to which this “outing” 
of women’s ideas about marriage into the public sphere was seen as 
transgressive is documented in the numerous rewritings of the novel’s 
ending, all of which propose traditional solutions for the Péruvienne 
within the convent, or committed by the vows of matrimony.  Zilia as an 
independent, monied, and educated woman proved wholly unpalatable 
to the vast majority of readers both in France and throughout the rest 
of Europe.23

If La Princesse de Clèves is Zilia’s “only true precursor,” as Joan 
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DeJean and Nancy Miller claim in their preface to the MLA edition of 
Madame de Graffigny’s epistolary novel, the continuing story of this 
genealogy in the nineteenth century is the legacy of Les Lettres d’une 
Péruvienne to Flora Tristan’s Pérégrinations d´une Paria. At a distance 
of ninety years from each other, each one proposes personal solutions 
to the problem of redefining the female self that are undeniably similar 
within the social limitations of French and Peruvian societies. 

The genealogy of female identity follows from the trajectory that 
links the Princesse de Clèves, Zilia, and Flora Tristan.  Zilia and Flora’s 
personal narratives of self-discovery hinge on the same dilemmas: 
the emotional and legal ties which bind feminine and masculine 
identities, and what happens when a woman is set adrift from these ties.  
Through their respective voyages, both Zilia and Flora profit from the 
transformation of travel, thanks to the freedom that motion confers. A 
comparison of both with the Princess de Clèves is particularly striking, 
as the Princess de Clèves has no space for personal growth but her own 
mind: she tries to imagine herself outside of the court, but cannot.  Only 
two confining spaces presented themselves to her: the court and the 
convent, neither of which offered any room for growth or transition. 

Throughout both narratives, Zilia and Flora are sustained by the 
imagined moment of reunion with the men who can provide them 
with legitimacy and status in a particular social context, and indeed 
their profound malaise throughout their voyages and initial attempts to 
integrate themselves into a foreign culture and society have everything 
to do with an inability to firmly establish themselves as a part of a 
particular social class, a point of origin for their identity as outcast or 
pariah. Zilia, in a well-known quote, asks herself shortly after arriving to 
France, to which class she belongs. Flora instead decries social class and 
legal status as the root of her problems, without which she and her uncle 
would never have had their falling out over her inheritance. In any case, 
both narratives oscillate between personal and social observations, and 
the consistent intermingling of the two.  The most personal comments, 
though, have to do with the desire of reconciliation with the brother/
spouse Aza, and the uncle/surrogate father Don Pío Tristan, and their 
recognition of the failure of this reconciliation, which is characterized 
by both men’s staunch adherence to the legal grounds preventing it.  
These women’s demands to be recognized and ultimately loved are 
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never fulfilled. In both texts, this argument constitutes a leitmotiv that 
inscribes a feminine perspective on identity as mediated through family 
relations. This perspective contrasts harshly with the way in which both 
Aza and Don Pío define their identity through family relations as one 
that rests solely upon Spanish law. Both Zilia and Flora react against 
laws that are defined as Spanish, which introduces an important subtext 
in both works that shall be explored in the following pages.24

In Zilia’s case of imposed reverse colonization from Peru to France 
via a Spanish ship, the subtext of anti-Spanish sentiment blames Spain 
for the evils of ‘colonization,’ while France is cast as a far less brutal 
and certainly more civil abductor and, by extension, colonizer.  This 
distinction between evil (read Spanish) and less evil (read French) 
abductors subtly implied that Zilia’s recovery, and we might say 
discovery of herself, would have been impossible in Spain or her 
colonies, while in France there was indeed a growing public context 
for debate on the status of women. Zilia herself expressed this in the 
comparison she drew between her Spanish and French abductors:

 
Tout me fait juger qu’ils ne sont pas de la même nation; et à la différence 
de leurs manières, et de leur caractère apparent, on devine sans peine 
que Pachacamac leur a distribué dans une grande disproportion les 
éléments dont il a formé les humains.  L’air grave et farouche des 
premiers fait voir qu’ils sont composés de la matière des plus durs 
métaux, ceux-ci semblent s’être échappés des mains du Créateur au 
moment ou il n’avait encore assemblé pour leur formation que l’air et le 
feu: les yeux fiers, la mine sombre et tranquille de ceux-la, montraient 
assez qu’ils étaient cruels de sang-froid; l’inhumanité de leurs actions 
ne l’a que trop prouvé.  Le visage riant de ceux-ci, la douceur de leur 
regard, un certain empressement répandu sur leurs actions, et qui parait 
être de la bienveillance, prévient en leur faveur; mais je remarque 
des contradictions dans leur conduite qui suspendent mon jugement 
(Graffigny 35).

It is important to remember that Mme. de Graffigny, like Montesquieu 
before her, knew that there was a receptive audience in France for the 
critiques they launched through their novels; despite this critique, the 
centuries-long French attack on Spanish conquest and colonization, 
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and ultimately on the Spanish national character as a whole, resides 
in the novel as a French préjugé that Zilia herself has assimilated once 
she discovers that Aza has married a Spanish woman at the end of the 
novel. Indeed, a rich body of French anti-Spanish writing escalated in 
the eighteenth century, culminating in the Abbe Raynal’s Histoire des 
Deux Indes and Masson de Mortvilliers’ scathing attack on Spain that 
appeared in the article “Espagne,” which he wrote for the Encyclopédie 
méthodique.25 

Spain is blamed in Flora Tristan’s narrative as well. It is Spanish 
law that Flora’s uncle invokes when he refuses to recognize her as his 
brother’s legitimate daughter.  According to this law, children born 
out of wedlock had no right to inherit any portion of their father’s 
fortune, thereby providing the legal basis for Don Pío’s refusal of 
her legitimacy.26  Flora, too, wrote in French for a French audience, 
embracing the identity of pariah as a result of this legal rebuttal. She 
also presented her work to an audience that in nineteenth-century 
France is actively engaged in the public debate about women. Her role 
in this debate was central in popularizing women’s issues through her 
participation in nineteenth-century French socialism, which equated 
women’s’ problems with those of the proletariat. Zilia also cited the 
Spanish law preventing marriage between close relatives (which Aza 
and Zilia were) as providing Aza with a legal excuse for his deception 
and his subsequent marriage to a Spanish woman. 

Flora Tristan is a unique voice in the era of post-revolutionary French 
women writers, challenging the reality of Mme. de Staël’s statement 
that “since the Revolution, men have decided that it was politically and 
ethically useful to reduce women to the most absurd mediocrity.”27  This 
is an evaluation, states Joan De Jean, “with which the next generation 
of women writers, notably those who felt obliged to hide their gender 
behind male pseudonyms, such as George Sand and Daniel Stern, 
would certainly have concurred…Without at least ‘une sorte d’égalité 
civile’,”  De Jean continues, “women could no longer have new literary 
ideas.”28  Flora Tristan understood this perfectly.  Her push for “une 
sorte d’égalité civile” and its failure are precisely what gave her a voice, 
prompting her to denounce the George Sands of her century, who hid 
behind the name of a man and prompted her to publish the Pérégrinations 
as a woman, thus constituting one of the most powerful narratives of 
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female identity in the first half of the nineteenth century. The fallout 
from her work attests to its impact. On the personal front, her estranged 
husband, enraged by the book, ambushed and shot her in the Rue de 
Bac. She survived. Her uncle in Peru was also outraged by the work, 
completely disinheriting her and discontinuing even the small amounts 
of money he had been sending her from time to time. The publication 
of Pérégrinations d´une Paria ended any possibility of a reconciliation 
with her uncle that could have brought the financial stability she had 
so ardently sought at the beginning of her voyage.  It is the greatest 
testament of all to the profound transformation she underwent and the 
confidence and stability she acquired in her newfound identity.

An example of the parallel images that link the two women and their 
texts over the span of nearly a century are the “rooms of their own” that 
Zilia acquires and which Flora desires, but will never have.  One of the 
greatest triumphs in Les Lettres d’une Péruvienne is the restoration of 
Zilia’s inheritance of gold from Peru, which Deterville and his sister 
Céline transform into gold coins that are used to purchase a large 
country estate for Zilia, which they present to her shortly before Aza’s 
fateful arrival in Paris to formally dissolve their relationship based upon 
the Spanish law that banned the marriage of relatives. Zilia is delighted 
with the house, which is legally in her name and therefore proof of her 
economic ability to live independently.  The room she loved the best, as 
she toured the house, was the studio:

“Je parcourus les appartements dans une ivresse de joie qui ne me 
permettait pas de rien examiner.  Le seul endroit ou je m’arrêtai fut une 
assez grande chambre entourée d’un grillage d’or, légèrement travaillé, 
qui renfermait une infinité de livres de toutes couleurs, de toutes formes, 
et d’une propreté admirable; j’étais dans un tel enchantement, que je 
croyais ne pouvoir les quitter sans les avoir tous lus” (Graffigny 151).  

A similar image emerges in the Pérégrinations. When Flora Tristan 
begged her uncle for the last time to recognize her as her father’s 
legitimate heir, she shared with him the only thing that she wanted the 
most in this stage of her life: enough income to live independently.  
Having repeatedly told Flora that he would not concede any inheritance 
to her for the legal reasons we have already stated, she pleaded with 
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him one last time in the following interchange. She quotes her uncle 
as saying, “But Flora, I can’t understand why you continue to consider 
my position unfair.  Am I holding your money?  Do you have any legal 
right to ask me for a penny?” Her answer was this: “So be it, uncle. 
You have proven that I have no right to my inheritance according to 
the letter of the law.  But I am asking for your help as the daughter 
of your brother to whom you owe everything.  Don’t I deserve this 
recognition?  It is the only one I ask.  I am not asking you for everything 
that is due me, but merely the eighth part of it, just enough to allow 
me to live independently” (Tristan, Pérégrinations 230).  After his 
refusal, Flora is plunged into the depths of despair (interesting how 
both women describe this moment as a form of physical lassitude, 
marked by a fever), from which she emerges transformed.  She decides 
to embrace her status of pariah, recognizing that at least, as an outcast, 
she is independent.  She writes her uncle a letter in which she tells him 
that she doesn’t want his money anymore—she prefers her dignity: “I 
feel,” she tells him, “strong enough to endure my poverty with dignity, 
just as I have done up until now.”  Once she sent that letter, she tells her 
readers, she felt “a satisfaction through which I reclaimed my pride” 
(239). Flora, tranquil in her new found strength, ends the most personal 
part of her narrative with this image: “Never, in any other period of my 
life, had I felt calmer. If I could have lived in solitude, surrounded by 
books and flowers, my happiness would have been complete” (240). 
Mme. de Graffigny left her readers exactly with this kind of female 
utopian space, a book-filled studio in Zilia’s country manor, where she 
ultimately decided to live alone.

In their last, personal reflections on the men who have denied 
them the identity they had sought, both Zilia and Flora acknowledge 
the betrayal, yet they also acknowledge the love they still feel for Aza 
and Don Pío. Most importantly, however, is that their identities are no 
longer expressed in function of the legal status that the marriage with 
Aza or the legal recognition of Don Pío Tristan would have conferred, 
nor in terms of an emotional dependency. However, these men are not 
suppressed from woman’s emotional landscape, and quoting Zilia, 
“Les maladies de l’âme ne souffrent pas les remèdes violents.”  The 
emotional attachment that has been separated from the men’s agency in 
the lives of these women has been disengaged, with the agency of each 
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woman rising in its place.  However, there is an important generational 
gap to be noted in the relationships that Zilia and Flora establish with 
the men in their lives. In the case of Zilia, one immediately notes the 
absence of the father. Zilia is presented to the reader as a descendant, 
like Aza, of the “Sun-God Father Figure.” 

As Charlotte Daniels has shown in Subverting the Family Romance, 
Graffigny has employed the theme of incest to send a set of polyvalent 
messages. She both presents to the readers a documented aspect of 
Peruvian courtship and marriage by developing their mental and 
physical attraction as based upon their lineage from “le principe du 
feu,” or the same “origin of fire,” or father.  To the European reader, 
this was somewhat titillating yet at the same time liberating.  There 
was neither father figure to speak about, nor physiognomy of the father, 
nor authority, nor power figure.  By conflating father and fiancé into 
one person who will then be won over by the Spaniards, Zilia is free to 
cast off any vestiges of the old order, both imperial and familial, and 
begin anew.29  Painting the potential for female agency in such bold 
strokes was consonant with the openness that characterized the high 
Enlightenment, when sweeping change appeared possible for all.  Zilia 
skips the family romance, existing as an autonomous woman between 
the traditions of Peru and the early modern family romance.  Flora 
Tristan, instead, tries to construct for herself a family romance, hoping 
to establish respectability. For Flora Tristan, the inability to restore 
the father leads her to abandon any hope of reestablishing the family 
romance and the economic independence that a liaison with a paternal 
figure could have brought. Flora, too, embraces an independent identity 
through the deactivation of any paternity in her life, but in contrast with 
Zilia, the father figure looms large. 

Zilia lives out her agency within the walls of her house and her 
carefully wrought definition of friendship with Deterville and his sister.  
Flora Tristan’s agency, instead, is legendary, and it is carried to the streets 
in a declared solidarity with women and workers throughout the world 
in her best-known role as social activist.  Was Flora Tristan familiar 
with the story of Zilia, the fictive Péruvienne?  What is more important, 
perhaps, is that their struggles to negotiate identity and autonomy 
through a complex set of cultural, gendered, and legal positions makes 
their narratives, read in tandem, a compelling chronology of pre- and 
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post-revolutionary women in France, both of whose new identities 
have been negotiated through movement within the transatlantic space. 
Through this movement, absent of male conjugal power, new models 
of female subjectivity emerge.  These models are informed by activities 
previously limited to men, such as work, study, and the viewing of 
women’s lives in new contexts on the other side of the Atlantic, both 
east and west.  Graffigny and Tristan have both freed their protagonists 
from the constraints of domestic femininity that limited women’s 
agency.   Refusing the domestic and sentimental trappings of the family 
romance, these characters, fictional and real, choose the complexities of 
independence to be resolved on their terms. 
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