
   

Caribbean Studies

ISSN: 0008-6533

iec.ics@upr.edu

Instituto de Estudios del Caribe

Puerto Rico

Pierre, Alix

Reseña de "The Libertine Colony: Creolization in the Early French Caribbean" de Doris Garraway

Caribbean Studies, vol. 37, núm. 2, julio-diciembre, 2009, pp. 228-230

Instituto de Estudios del Caribe

San Juan, Puerto Rico

Available in: http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=39215001017

   How to cite

   Complete issue

   More information about this article

   Journal's homepage in redalyc.org

Scientific Information System

Network of Scientific Journals from Latin America, the Caribbean, Spain and Portugal

Non-profit academic project, developed under the open access initiative

http://www.redalyc.org/revista.oa?id=392
http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=39215001017
http://www.redalyc.org/comocitar.oa?id=39215001017
http://www.redalyc.org/fasciculo.oa?id=392&numero=15001
http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=39215001017
http://www.redalyc.org/revista.oa?id=392
http://www.redalyc.org


228

Caribbean Studies Vol. 37, No. 2 (July - December 2009)

Doris Garraway. 2005. The Libertine Colony: Creolization in 
the Early French Caribbean. Durham: Duke University Press. 
412 pp. ISBN: 0-8223-3465-8.

Alix Pierre
Morris Brown College

Atlanta, Georgia, USA
Alix.Pierre@morrisbrown.edu

In The Libertine Colony, Doris Garraway explores the modus ope-
randi of the ideology that sustained French colonial slavery in the 

Caribbean, and most particularly on the island of Hispaniola. The author 
pays particular attention to the (forced) coexistence and social relations 
of domination and subjection based on race between white settlers, Ame-
rindians, African slaves, mulattoes, and the Creole populations. Central 
to her thesis is the concept of libertinage that through the Caribbean was 
defined as a space of spiritual, social, and moral deviance.

Rather than the writings of such Enlightenment luminaries as 
Condorcet, Raynal, Diderot, Montesquieu, Mirabeau, and Prevost, the 
writer’s analysis is based on published descriptive narrative sources from 
the Old Regime French Caribbean. Her choice is mainly motivated by 
the fact that colonial slavery had little impact on French literature until 
the mid-century. She goes on to explain that when French metropolitan 
writers engaged with the issues of colonial slavery, they repressed the 
specifics of France’s own interests in and practice of it in the Caribbean 
colonies.

Consequently, the corpus of texts examined includes missionary his-
tories and relations (by Jean-Baptiste Du Tertre, Raymond Breton, and 
Jean-Baptiste Labat), narratives of adventure and transgression (written 
by Alexandre Oexmelin and Pierre-Corneille Blessebois), travel narra-
tives (authored by Baron Wimpffen, and Girod de Chantrans), as well 
as procolonial descriptions and treatises on slavery and administration 
(Hiliard d’Auberteuil, Moreau de Saint-Méry, and Émilien Petit). 

Given that such writings and the time period they encapsulate are 
largely disavowed, forgotten or silenced by scholars and readers in 
France and the French Caribbean, Garraway’s goal is twofold. Firstly, 
by unearthing the disregarded narratives, she suggests a scholarship 
where the emphasis is not on the achievement of French abolition, as 
is customary, but on the discussion of slaves in history. Secondly, set-
ting aside the metropolitan French literary, scientific, or philosophical 
texts, she gives full attention to the largely understudied narratives of 
Caribbean colonialism. Such a posture is congruent with a propensity 
in postcolonial studies to revisit the colonial texts seeking evidence of 
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the manners in which Europeans depiction of the non-European world 
facilitated the establishment of colonial and imperial power. At the core 
of Garraway’s thesis in this conversation on creolization and colonial 
slavery is the role played by desire and sexuality together with violence 
in molding Creole society. She contends that desire and sexuality con-
tributed in fundamental ways to practices and ideologies of domination 
in the colonial French Caribbean.

In the first chapter, the writer explores colonial representations of 
the border to better understand the sorts of exchange (missionary, lin-
guistic, commercial, or ethnographic), migrations, and power dynamics 
that characterized early French-Carib contacts. The documents that 
established the first commercial companies, as well as Jean-Baptiste Du 
Tertre’s history of the French Antilles and Raymond Breton’s encyclo-
pedic dictionary of the Carib language, all narrative representation of 
cultural encounters reveal a central tension between the missionary assi-
milationist ideal and the repressive effects of territorial appropriation 
on indigenous peoples.

In the second chapter, Garraway looks at the creolization of the 
French settlers who were of diverse ethnic and regional identities within 
the French nation and its literary representation. She argues that in 
order to circumvent the scandalous elements of white libertinage, social 
travesty, and resistance to landed colonialism contained in the texts the 
writers constructed the figure of the “white noble savage”. The discourse 
of white noble savagery refashioned pirates such as Alexandre Olivier 
Oexmelin into heroes in the service of the king and elevated bourgeois 
values of production and commerce alongside older aristocratic notions 
of virtue, valor, heredity as bases for social distinction. The reader is pre-
sented with two other examples of white colonization and land settlement 
in the works of the Dominican missionaries Jean-Baptiste Du Tertre and 
Jean-Baptiste Labat. Du Tertre prescribes a model of colonial domesti-
city based on religion, agriculture, and commerce. Labat offers a pattern 
of naturalization through exploration, industry, and social ascension.

Chapter three explores the concepts of religion, spirits, violence, 
and sensual affliction present in narrative and legal texts in the Cari-
bbean and the way they were used by missionaries and secular writers 
to rationalize colonial violence in the material world. Special attention 
is given to the body in pain, which stands as a figure of spiritual and 
material conquest. 

Garraway explains how the emblem first appeared as a symbol for 
Carib and African subservience to diabolical forces (through canniba-
lism, dismemberment, and slavery) to be later on incorporated in the 
Christian discourse in reference to actual slaves. The writer examines 
closely the Code noir and Pierre-Corneille Blessebois’ Le Zombi du 
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Grand-Pérou, ou la comtesse de Cocagne.
In chapter four, Garraway looks at the effects of the libertine colony, 

that is the system of desire, violence, and exclusion that characterized 
slave societies in the French Caribbean in an effort to establish a con-
nection between the juridically enforced racial segregation that resulted 
in a rigid three-tiered caste society comprised of whites, free people of 
color, and slaves, and the persistence of interracial libertinage and con-
cubinage as a social norm in the colonies, particularly among elite white 
men. The fate of women of color as victims of cross-racial libertinage is 
of importance to the writer. They were the objects of judicial repression 
(being cast as licentious) and white male subjugation at the same time.

The final chapter focuses on the role of sexuality and desire in 
colonial discourses and practices of exclusion. The emphasis is on the 
colonial discourse of Creoleness which Garraway explains is an extension 
of the European colonial discourse that is the consolidation of white 
male power through control of colored women. The author interprets 
the work of Creole lawyer and statesman Moreau de Saint-Méry as a 
sexual allegory whereby whites imagined their own political, racial, and 
sexual supremacy over nonwhites while at the same time repressing the 
reproductive consequences of white libertinage. Using Moreau’s text as 
a point of departure, Garraway theorizes the incestuous dimensions of 
miscegenation in late eighteenth-century Saint-Domingue, where white 
men directed their passions toward those mixed-race women they called 
their “daughters”. The writer perceives the island to be symbolic of a 
larger fantasy informing colonial slavery in the Caribbean and elsewhere. 
She concludes that incestuous desire both contributed to and was ena-
bled by the social violence of slavery.

The Libertine Colony, which is Garraway’s published dissertation, 
is a model scholarly work. The writer excels at keeping the theoretical 
perspective to a minimum so as not to impede the reading. As a result, 
the reader is hardly ever overwhelmed by the analytical terminology. 

Rather than turning to the established French writers of the Age of 
Enlightenment and a metropolitan point of view as her primary source, 
the author uses a different strategy. She favors a body of works that is of 
a more obscure nature in terms of literary success, but of no less scholarly 
importance. In light of the strategy of avoidance of slavery put in place 
by the authors of the Enlightenment, Garraway concentrates on writings 
that give a voice to the otherwise voiceless colonized subjects. Through a 
penetrating examination of the corpus she offers a complementary pers-
pective on the French Caribbean colonial period. The Libertine Colony is 
an invaluable addition to the field of postcolonial studies. One can only 
wish that a French translation will soon be available for the benefit of 
the French-speaking readership.
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