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Jamaica Kincaid Imagines a Tourist

The brilliant Antiguan novelist Jamaica Kincaid put out a iitle book in 1988 called A Small Place, which is a scathing
altack on Antigua's political corruption, among other things, In this early passage, she imagines being a (white) tourist, who's

been driving in from the airport, wide-eyed:

Oh, but by now you are tired of all this looking, and you want to reach your destination -- your hotel,
your room, You long to refresh yourself;, you long o eat some nice lobster, some nice local food. You
take a bath, you brush your teeth. You get dressed again; as you get dressed, you look out the window.
That water -- have you ever seen anything like it? Far out, to the horizon, the colour of the water is navy
blue; nearer, the water is the colour of the North American sky. From there to the shore, the water is
pale, silvery, clear, so clear that you can see its pinkish-white sand bottom. Oh, what beauty! Oh, what
beauty! You have never seén anything like this. You are so excited. You breathe shallow. You breathe
deep. You sce a beautiful boy skimming the water, godlike, on a Windsurfer. You see an incredibly
unattractive, fat, pastrylike-fleshed woman enjoying a walk on the beautiful sand, with a man, an
incredibly unattractive, fat, pastrylike-fleshed man; you see the pleasure they're taking in their
surroundings. Still standing, looking out the window, you see yourself lying on the beach, enjoying the
amazing sun (a sun so powerful and yet so beautiful, the way it is always overhead as if on permanent
guard, ready to stamp out any cloud that dares to darken and so empty rain on you and ruin your
holiday; a sun that is your personal {riend). You see yourself taking a walk on that beach, you see
yourself meeting new people (only they are new in a very limited way, for they are people just like you).
You see yourself eating some delicious, locally grown food. You see yourself, you see yourself... You
must not wonder what exactly happened to the contents of your lavatory when you flushed it. You must
not wonder where your bathwater went when you pulled out the stopper. You must not wonder what
happened when you brushed your teeth. Ob, it might end up in the water you are thinking of taking a
swim in; the contents of your lavatory might, just might, graze gently against your ankle as you wade
carefree in the water, for you see, in Antigua, there is no proper sewage-disposal system. But the
Caribbean Sea is very big and the Atlantic Ocean is even bigger; it would amaze you even to know the
number of black slaves this ocean has swallowed up. When you sit down to eat your delicious meal, it's
better that you don't know that most of what you are eating came off a plane from Miami. And before it
got on a plane in Miami, who knows where it came from? A good guess is that it came from a place like
Antigua first, where it was grown dirt-cheap, went to Miami, and came back. There is a world of
something in this, but I can't go into it right now.

The thing you always suspected about yourself the minute you became a tourist is true: A tourist is an
ugly human being, You are not an ugly person all the time; you are not an ugly person ordinarily; you
are not an ugly person day to day. From day to day, you are a nice person. From day to day, all the
people who are supposed to love you on the whole do. From day to day, as you walk down a busy street
in the large and modern and prosperous city in which you work and live, dismayed, puzzled (a cliché,
but only a cliché can explain you) at how alone you feel in this crowd, how awful it is to go unnoticed,
how awful it is to go unloved, even as you are surrounded by more people than you could possibly get to
know in a lifetime that lasted for millennia, and then out of the corner of your eye you see someone
looking at you and absolute pleasure is written all over that person's face, and then you realize that you
are not as revolting a presence as you think you are (for that look just told you so). And so, ordinarily,
you are a nice person, an atfractive person, a person capable of drawing to yourself the affection of other
people (people just like you), a person at home in your own skin (sort of} I mean, in a way; [ mean, your
dismay and puzzlement are natural to you, because people like you just seem to be like that, and so
many of the things people like you find admirable about yourselves --the things you think about, the
things you think really define you-- seem rooted in these feelings): a person at home in your own house
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(and all its nice things), at home on your street, your church, in community activities, your job, at home
with your family, your relatives, your friends -- you are a whole person. But one day, when you are
sitting somewhere, alone in that crowd, and that awful feeling of displacedness comes over you, and
really, as an ordinary person you are not well equipped to look too far inward and set yourself aright,
because being ordinary is already so taxing, and being ordinary takes all you have out of you, and
though the words "I must get away" do not actually pass across your lips, you make a leap from being
that nice blob just sitting like a boob in your amniotic sac of the modern experience to being a person
visiting heaps of death and ruin and feeling alive and inspired at the sight of it; to being a person lying
on some faraway beach, your stilled body stinking and glistening in the sand, looking like something
first forgotten, then remembered, then not important enough to go back for; to being a person marveling
at the harmony (ordinarily, what you would say is the backwardness) and the union these other people
(and they are other people) have with nature. And you look at the things they fashion out of cheap,
vulgarly colored (to you) twine, the way they squat down over a hole they have made in the ground, the
hole itself is something to marvel at, and since you are being an ugly person this ugly but joyful thought
will swell inside you: their ancestors were not clever in the way yours were and not ruthless in the way
yours were, for then would it not be you who would be in harmony with nature and backwards in that
charming way? An ugly thing, that is what you are when you become a tourist, an ugly, empty thing, a
stupid thing, a piece of rubbish pausing here and there to gaze at this and taste that, and it will never
occur to you that the people who inhabit the place in which you have just paused cannot stand you, that
behind their closed doors they laugh at your strangeness (you do not look the way they look); the
physical sight of you does not please them; you have bad manners (it is their custom to eat their food
with their hands; you try cating that way you look silly; you try eating the way you always eat, you look
“silly); they do not like the way you speak (you have an accent); they collapse helpless from laughter,
mimicking the way they imagine you must look as you catry out some everyday bodily function. They
do not like you. They do not like me! That thought never actually occurs to you. Still you feel a little
uneasy. Still, you feel a little foolish. Still, you feel a little out of place. But the banality of your own life
is very real o you; it drove you to this extreme, spending your days and your nights in the company of
people who despise you, people you do not like really, you would not want to have as your actual
neighbour....
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