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UNPACKING THE
POWER OF “A
SMALL PLACE” BY
JAMAICA KINCAID:
A MASTERPIECE OF
POSTCOLONIAL
CRITIQUE

In the landscape of
postcolonial literature,
few works are as
blistering, intimate,
and unflinchingly
honest as A Small
Place by Jamaica
Kincaid. Published in
1988, this slim but
mighty book is not a
novel, not a memoir,
and not a
travelogue—though it

borrows elements from
each. Instead, it is a
searing, essayistic
reflection on the island
of Antigua, Kincaid’'s
birthplace, and the
lingering scars of
colonialism dressed in
the garb of modern
tourism. Reading A
Small Place is like
being shaken awake by
a voice that refuses to
be polite. It challenges
readers—especially
those from wealthy,
tourist-sending
nations—to confront
their own role in
perpetuating
inequality. The book
remains as relevant
today as it was over
three decades ago, a


https://everybodystreet.com/

testament to Kincaid’s
piercing insight and
her refusal to soften
her «critique for
comfort.

OVERVIEW OF THE
BOOK: STRUCTURE
AND NARRATIVE
VOICE

A Small Place is divided
into four sections, each
with a distinct focus
and rhetorical strategy.
Kincaid uses a direct,
second-person address
in the opening pages,
speaking to “you”—the
tourist—who arrives on
a plane, full of
anticipation, unaware
of the history beneath
the beach towel. This
technique is
immediately

confrontational, forcing
the reader to become
an active participant in
the narrative. The book

then shifts to first-
person, exploring
Kincaid’s own

childhood in Antigua,
the corruption of the
post-independence
government, and the
enduring psychological
damage of British
colonialism. The final
sections zoom out to
consider the broader
implications of empire
and the impossibility of
returning to a
precolonial innocence.

Kincaid’'s prose is
lyrical yet sharp, full of
long, winding
sentences that mimic
the rhythm of memory
and anger. She does
not offer easy answers
or balanced
perspectives. Instead,
she gives us the truth
as she sees it: raw,
personal, and political.
The structure of A
Small Place mirrors its
content—fragmented,
repetitive, and
insistently circling back
to the same wounds.
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KEY THEMES IN “A
SMALL PLACE”

Colonialis
m and Its
Aftermat
h

At the heart of A Small
Place is a devastating
critique of British
colonialism. Kincaid
does not merely
describe the physical
conquest of Antigua;
she dissects the
cultural and
psychological

colonization that
persists long after the
Union Jack was
lowered. She recounts
how the British
dismantled the island’s
own history, language,
and sense of self,
replacing them with a

pale imitation of
Englishness. Schools
taught children to
revere Shakespeare
and the British
monarchy while
ignoring their own
heritage. The library,
once a symbol of
colonial knowledge,
becomes a
ruin—neglected by the
independent
government—a
metaphor for the
betrayal of education
and self-determination.

Kincaid’'s anger is
palpable when she
writes about the “bad-
minded” people who
collaborate with
colonial powers and
the way corruption
festers in the vacuum
left by empire. The
book argues that
independence did not
bring genuine freedom;
it simply replaced
white oppressors with

black elite who



continued the same
exploitative practices.
This nuanced view
challenges simplistic
narratives of
decolonization as a
happy ending.

Tourism
as a Form
of Neo-
Colonialis
m

One of the most
memorable elements
of A Small Place is its
indictment of tourism.
Kincaid describes
tourists as people who
come to Antigua
seeking beauty,
relaxation, and “the
real Caribbean”—but
who remain utterly
blind to the poverty
and history that

surrounds them. The
tourist sunbathes on a
beach that was once
the site of slave
auctions, swims in
waters where enslaved
people were thrown
overboard, and eats a
meal prepared by a
hotel worker who earns
a pittance. The
tourist’s gaze reduces
the local population to
servants, entertainers,
or scenery.

Kincaid's second-
person address forces
the reader to feel
complicit. She writes,
“You see the world as a
collection of people
who are exactly like
you, only more
unfortunate.” The book
does not allow the
tourist (or the reader)
to remain neutral. It
exposes the
asymmetry of power:
the tourist can leave at
any time, while the
native must stay and
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serve. In doing so, A
Small Place became
one of the earliest and
most influential
critiques of the global
tourism industry as a
continuation of colonial
exploitation.

|dentity,
Language
, and
Belonging

Kincaid’s personal
experience of
displacement infuses
the book. She left
Antigua at age 16 to
work as an au pair in
New York, eventually
becoming a writer. In A
Small Place, she
grapples with her own
complex identity: she
is both insider and
outsider, a native who
can never fully return.

The English language
itself is a colonial
inheritance, and
Kincaid wields it with
masterful precision,
even as she
acknowledges that it is
not truly hers. This
paradox—using the
colonizer’'s tongue to
condemn
colonialism—gives the
book much of its
power.

She also explores the
loss of collective
memory. Because the
British erased so much
of Antigua’s past, the
island’s people have
been cut off from their
own history. Kincaid’s
act of writing becomes
an attempt to reclaim
that history, to name
the violence that has
been sanitized or
forgotten. The “small
place” of the title is
both a literal island and
a metaphor for the
diminished world that



colonization creates.

LITERARY STYLE
AND TECHNIQUES

Stylistically, A Small
Place is distinctive.
Kincaid uses repetition
to hammer home her
points—phrases like
“the man who was the
governor” or “the
people who came from
England” recur,
building a rhythmic
incantation of anger.
Her sentences are
often long and
meandering, drawing
the reader into a
stream of
consciousness that
feels both personal and
universal. She avoids
chapter titles or
conventional structure,
letting the emotion
guide the flow.

The direct address is
perhaps the most
powerful technique. By
saying “you,” Kincaid
refuses to let the

reader hide behind
objectivity. She insists
on a relationship
between writer and
reader, one marked by
accusation and
intimacy. This device
can be uncomfortable,
but that is precisely
the point. Kincaid
wants to provoke a
reaction, not passive
consumption.

Another notable
technique is her use of
juxtaposition. She
contrasts the idyllic
image of Antigua as a
tourist paradise with
the reality of its
polluted water, corrupt
politicians, and
decaying

infrastructure. The
beautiful beach is also
the site of historical
trauma. The reader
cannot enjoy the

former without
acknowledging the
latter.
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CRITICAL
RECEPTION AND
LEGACY

Upon publication, A
Small Place received
both acclaim and
criticism. Some readers
praised its unflinching
honesty and lyrical
power, while others
accused Kincaid of
being bitter, one-sided,
or ungrateful. The book
was banned in Antigua
for a time, a sign of
how deeply it cut into
local and national
sensitivities. Yet it has
since become a
foundational text in
postcolonial studies,
regularly assigned in
university courses on
literature, history, and
tourism studies.

Kincaid’s influence can
be seen in later works
by authors from the
Caribbean and other
postcolonial regions
who have similarly

used personal
narrative to examine
structural inequality.

Writers like Edwidge
Danticat, V.S. Naipaul,
and Arundhati Roy,
while distinct in style,
share Kincaid’s
willingness to critique
both the former
colonizer and the
failures of post-
independence
leadership. A Small
Place remains a
touchstone for anyone
seeking to understand
the psychological and
material legacies of
empire.

The book also
anticipated many
contemporary debates
about “voluntourism,”
sustainable travel, and
the ethics of luxury
tourism in developing
countries. Its critique of
the tourist gaze has
been echoed by
scholars like Dean
MacCannell and John



Urry, who study how
tourism shapes
perceptions and power
dynamics. In an era of

Instagram  travel
influencers and all-
inclusive resorts,

Kincaid's words feel
more urgent than ever.

RELEVANCE IN THE
TWENTY-FIRST
CENTURY

Why should a reader in
2025 pick up A Small
Place? Because the
issues it addresses
have not disappeared.
Global inequality has
deepened. The tourism
industry, despite being
battered by the
COVID-19 pandemic,
continues to operate
on many of the same
exploitative models.
Climate change
disproportionately
affects small island
nations like Antigua,
which now face
existential threats from

rising sea levels—yet
these same islands are
marketed as paradise
getaways for wealthy
foreigners.

Furthermore, the Black
Lives Matter
movement and global
conversations about
decolonization have
reignited interest in
Kincaid’s work. Her
refusal to separate
personal anger from
political analysis offers
a model for how to
write about oppression
without pretense. The
book also speaks to the
ongoing struggle over
whose stories get told
and who has the
authority to narrate a
place. Kincaid claims
that authority fiercely,
reminding us that the
perspective of the
colonized is not a
footnote but the
central story.
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How to
Approach
Reading
“A Small
Place”

If you are new to the
book, it helps to read it
slowly and with an
open mind. Prepare to
be uncomfortable.
Kincaid does not offer a
redemption arc or a

hopeful conclusion.
Instead, she leaves the
reader with a

challenge: what will
you do with this
knowledge? The book
is short—only about 80
pages—but dense with
meaning. Many readers
find it useful to pair
with other works of
Caribbean literature,
such as Derek

Walcott’'s poetry or
Frantz Fanon’s The
Wretched of the Earth,
to deepen their
understanding of the
context.

It is also worth
remembering that A
Small Place is only one
part of Kincaid’s larger
body of work. Her
other books, including
Annie John, Lucy, and
The Autobiography of
My Mother, explore
similar themes of
mother-daughter
relationships, colonial
trauma, and exile.
Together, they form a
compelling portrait of a
writer who has never
stopped questioning
the world she
inherited.

CONCLUSION: WHY
“A SMALL PLACE”
ENDURES

A Small Place by
Jamaica Kincaid is a




book that refuses to be

forgotten. Its
sentences lodge
themselves in your
memory, its anger

feels authentic and
earned, and its
questions linger long
after the final page. In
an age where so much
discourse is sanitized
for broad consumption,
Kincaid’s refusal to be
polite is a gift. She
reminds us that

10

literature can be a
weapon, a balm, and a
mirror all at once.
Whether you are a
student of postcolonial
theory, a traveler
questioning your own
footprint, or simply a
lover of powerful
prose, this small book
contains multitudes. It
is a testament to the
fact that the smallest
places often hold the
largest truths.
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