
   

Caribbean Studies

ISSN: 0008-6533

iec.ics@upr.edu

Instituto de Estudios del Caribe

Puerto Rico

Lewis, Linden

Reseña de "Consuming the Caribbean: From Arawaks to Zombies" de Mimi Sheller

Caribbean Studies, vol. 33, núm. 2, july-december, 2005, pp. 278-283

Instituto de Estudios del Caribe

San Juan, Puerto Rico

Available in: http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=39233221

   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=39233221
http://www.redalyc.org/comocitar.oa?id=39233221
http://www.redalyc.org/fasciculo.oa?id=392&numero=9214
http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=39233221
http://www.redalyc.org/revista.oa?id=392
http://www.redalyc.org


278

Caribbean Studies Vol. 33, No. 2 (July - December 2005), 249-287

de referencia a partir del cual continuar la búsqueda inagotable 
de nuevas interpretaciones y la develación de nuevas realidades 
no descubiertas aún.

Rafael López-Valdez
Universidad Politécnica de Puerto Rico
rlopez@pupr.edu
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Notas

 1 Las “libretas de santo” son, en efecto, cuadernos del tipo escolar, en 
los que la persona que está transitando por un proceso iniciatorio ha 
de escribir por mano propia los datos religiosos básicos que le con-
ciernen, como las oraciones en lengua ritual y otras informaciones 
de valor en cuanto a la liturgia. Comenzaron a ser usadas en Cuba 
desde el siglo XIX, como un medio semi-mnemotécnico de registrar 
una tradición fundamentalmente oral del conocimiento religioso.

Mimi Sheller. 2003. Consuming the Caribbean: From Arawaks 
to Zombies.  London & New York: Routledge, 252 pp. ISBN: 
0415257603 (Paperback).

Consuming the Caribbean represents a novel approach to 
understanding the historical and contemporary Carib-

bean. It focuses on the different ways in which Western Europe 
and North America figured prominently in the process of con-
suming “the natural environment, commodities, human bodies, 
and cultures of the Caribbean over the past five hundred years” 
(p. 3). One of Sheller’s aims is to account for the way these impe-

RAFAEL LÓPEZ VALDEZ



279RESEÑAS DE LIBROS • BOOK REVIEWS • COMPTES RENDUS

Vol. 33, No. 2 (July - December 2005), 249-287 Caribbean Studies

rial powers essentially constructed popular, economic, political, 
and other understandings of what people in the North have come 
to know as the Caribbean. This construction of the Caribbean 
imaginary is however tied, quite purposefully, to the practice 
of imperial consumption, whether it is related to place, people, 
plants, property or images.

The concept of consumption in this book is both interest-
ingly employed, yet problematic at some levels. For Sheller, 
the concept of consumption is not always a social relation with 
political ramifications for productive and unproductive labor 
within a specific mode of production, distribution and exchange. 
Though the concept is certainly tied to the imperial project, it is 
not specifically or explicitly associated with a capitalist regime of 
accumulation and expansion. Rather the author uses the concept 
in a broader sense, which touches on the economic, political, 
cultural, social and emotional levels, thus at times creating some 
slippage between the metaphorical and the literal meaning of the 
word. According to this approach then, Western and Northern 
practices of consumption in the Caribbean can be located within 
the “European ‘discovery’ of the New World . . .” (p. 22). In this 
straightforward economic sense Sheller views the triangular slave 
trade as representing the most obvious example of the meaning 
of consumption. What is evident from the text however is that the 
concept of consumption is “never innocent” (p. 81).

In focusing on the collection and classification of plants by Sir 
Hans Sloane in his two-year sojourn in Jamaica, the author was 
able to demonstrate rather convincingly, the relationship between 
the consumption of scientific knowledge of the Caribbean and its 
contribution to the development of European life sciences. Sir 
Hans Sloane was a physician to Queen Anne and King George II, 
as well as president of the Royal Society 1727-1753. What Sheller 
was able to capture very well was the way in which this consump-
tion of botanical knowledge obfuscated the connection to the 
slave trade and the lives of the people involved in the production 
of the plants, which Sloane felt important enough to gather. What 
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is missing here is the imperial hubris involved in the attempt to 
reproduce and represent all aspects of tropical botany and agri-
culture in the Physic Garden in London, with the concomitant 
claim of unquestioned expertise. It would also have been useful 
if Sheller had given the reader a sense of the indigenous sources 
of knowledge that Sloane had relied on in assembling and clas-
sifying his collection.

Consuming the Caribbean also concerns itself with, in the 
words of the author, the mobility of consumption. Here the idea 
is that the region of the Caribbean becomes the stage on which 
people enter by various methods of compulsion but also by choice. 
The role of power to determine one’s mobility is crucial here 
and resides decidedly with North Americans and Europeans. 
For Sheller, the freedom of movement of some is contingent on 
the restriction of others in their place. In this regard, the author 
argues: “contemporary views of tropical island landscapes are 
highly over-determined by the long history of literary and visual 
representations of the tropical island as Paradise” (p. 37). Travel-
ers and writers bought into and promoted these notions of the Ca-
ribbean as idyllic, thus establishing the foundation for consuming 
the region as a place of investment and leisure but also as exotic 
and therefore “other”. As a space of the “other”, the Caribbean 
in the late eighteenth century and in the nineteenth century came 
to be known as “a dangerous site of hybridization and potential 
‘racial’ degeneracy” (p. 111). The European therefore had to be 
mindful of the possibility of bodily risk and change.

Building on the above formulation, Consuming the Caribbean 
examines what the author describes as the “embodied effects of 
material relations of consumption” (p. 144). She examines the 
ways in which the slave’s body was consumed and later objectified. 
The analysis extends to the twentieth century where these forms 
of objectification and sexualization of Caribbean bodies continue 
to be exploited in the context of the growth of sex tourism in the 
region. Sheller notes: “I have argued that Northern consumers’ 
desire to get close to exotic others in the Caribbean and to seek 
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out pleasures of excess consumption, operates to reconstitute 
boundaries of difference between dominant and subordinate 
positions” (p. 173).

Consuming the Caribbean devotes some space to the consider-
ation of the origin and development of the concept of creolization. 
Creolization in the academic literature of the region falls under 
the rubric of what Sheller describes as ‘theoretical piracy on the 
high seas of global culture’. She states a preference for this con-
cept over its trendier zoological alternative, hybridity. However, 
she is nonetheless critical of creolization endorsing the fact that 
it tends to privilege African-Caribbean culture over other creole 
cultures, among other things. Her bigger concern however is with 
the transition of the concept away from its political moorings as 
articulated by Caribbean theorists of the 1970s, to its cooptation 
first by the broader Caribbean diaspora academics, and then its 
ultimate consumption by global theorists during the 1990s who 
employ the concept without any reference to the Caribbean per 
se. One is not so sure that creolization as a concept has actually 
lost any of its fever given its globalized cooptation, for it never 
really held out any serious potential for transformation, never 
treated with the concept of social class and was always guilty of 
inattention to issues of conflict and contradiction. Nevertheless, 
Sheller’s point is that at the intellectual and theoretical levels, the 
process of consumption of knowledge is consistent with the other 
areas of appropriation of the Caribbean such as the environment, 
landscape, labor, product and image.

Finally, focusing on the agency of people of the Caribbean, 
something that the author would have been well advised to do 
more of, Sheller points to the post-Second World War era, when 
residents of the region began what she describes as a “counter-
flow”. This “counterflow” into the metropolitan centers represent-
ed “a process of migration sometimes referred to as ‘colonisation 
in reverse’” (p. 176). The very presence of these speaking bod-
ies in England and by extension the United States represents a 
“colonisation in reverse”. Sheller seemingly cites this situation 
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with some approval. It is not enough to see this movement back 
to the metropole simply as a counterflow without coming to terms 
with the reasons people migrate, which are not so much as forms 
of resistance or acts of decolonization but of economic necessity. 
Given her line of argument then, one has to ask, to what extent 
do Caribbean bodies “consume” the Northern centers in the sense 
in which the bodies of the West consumed the landscape, nature 
and bodies of the region? Certainly one could argue that the coun-
terflow contests or even destabilizes certain aspects of Northern 
hegemony but it does not consume this new space in quite the 
same way. The counterflow can make no claim to occupation 
and direct administration, political and economic appropriation, 
exploitation of labor power, alienation of the producer from the 
product or any other form of fundamental restructuring.  In the 
end, these are really the hallmarks of the colonial project. In this 
regard, “colonisation in reverse” may have some resonance within 
the broad sense of cultural influence on the metropolitan centers 
but we should be mindful not to overstate this practice.

Consuming the Caribbean is an interesting read.  It is a richly 
theorized text, located in a postmodernist conceptual frame. What 
is a bit troubling in this work however is that perhaps as a result 
of the theoretical stance it takes consumption is largely a story 
about the consumer. Except for the discourse on the slave trade 
and of slave production, much of what the book discusses relates 
to the way North American and European writers, adventurers, 
scientists, intellectuals and investors consume the Caribbean.  Not 
enough is said about those being consumed.  Except for some pass-
ing remarks, there is no strong sense of forms or expressions of re-
sistance and subversion of this consumption – such considerations 
are secondary to what the hegemon does to the subaltern.  In this 
sense, the hunter is still largely telling the tale of the hunt.  

Related to the above is the concern that in this text, the Carib-
bean is largely constructed as a passive geographical space, merely 
waiting to be consumed. Thought this is perhaps not Sheller’s 
intent, the Caribbean only becomes known or knowable globally 
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when it is consumed.  It does not seem therefore to exist outside 
of its consumption by others. This raises the larger theoretical and 
methodological question, is it simply about the desire to consume, 
or should such consumption be more specifically tied to the impe-
rial, capitalist project of accumulation, and the appropriation of 
surplus value on a world scale? While the idea of consumption 
connotes a form of using up, and for Sheller, at times a literal in-
gesting, the notion of appropriation brings us closer to a sense of 
possessing that which is not one’s own, of choosing to exploit the 
labor power and other resources of another. In short, in some ways 
the postmodern project comes with some built in limitations which 
affect Sheller’s concept of consumption, and which might more 
fruitfully be explored by other paradigms. Consuming the Carib-
bean raises a number of questions and issues which would engage 
most readers and be of interest to all students of the region.

Linden Lewis
Department of Sociology & Anthropology
Bucknell University
llewis@bucknell.edu

Gert Oostindie and Inge Klinkers. 2003. Decolonizing the 
Caribbean: Dutch Policies in Comparative Perspective. Am-
sterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 284 pp. ISBN: 
9053566546.

This is certainly not a book for the casual reader or oc-
casional student of the Caribbean.  Nor is it a book for 

ideologues and politically-correct “Third Worlders.” It is too 
factually detailed and thematically complex for the first group 
and too candidly counterintuitive regarding “colonialism” and 
decolonization for the second.

Based partly on an extensive analysis of Dutch Foreign Office 


