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Abstract:
The riverfront of Banaras is one of India’s most popular and iconic tourist destinations. When western tourists visit the riverfront they routinely encounter lower class and lower caste children who work as unlicensed peddlers and guides. Often, these children inspire amusement and delight. Tourists not only purchase their goods and services and praise them for their “charming personalities,” but in many cases, they also continue to send these children heartfelt letters, gifts, and money long after their vacations have adjourned. Other tourists, however, express considerable disdain for these young workers. As I was frequently told, “These are the worst children in India! We wish they would just leave us alone! All they’re interested in is business and money! They are ruined!” 

What are we to make of these powerful yet polarized reactions? Why do some of these children significantly enhance tourists’ experiences of this destination, whereas others disrupt them?  Drawing upon twenty months of fieldwork I conducted in the city of Banaras, in this paper I use these questions as a departure point for considering some of the ways children come to configure, and be configured, within tourist imaginaries. I conceptualize the tourist imaginary not only as a set of actual spaces that are produced through the conjuncture of myriad social forces, actors, relations and discursive sites, but also as set of fantastic spaces that are animated by tourists’ tendencies to project their own fantasies and fears onto the peoples and destinations they visit. For example, I show how these children come to be romanticized by western tourists as innocent, “noble savages” in need of protection and help, or alternatively, denied the very status of children and cast as “corrupt little adults.” I argue that while tourists’ imaginings of these children are obviously informed by a larger set of discourses and representations of childhood, the mystical East, the Third world et, they may also be viewed as manifestations of psychic dynamics such as splitting, idealization and denial (Klein 1975).  In exploring these various processes, I also argue that it is not arbitrary that children in Banaras so frequently become the object of tourists’ desires and disdain and I conclude the paper with by suggesting why and how it might be interesting for tourism scholars to pay closer attention to way the children are positioned within tourism imaginaries elsewhere. 
