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Claude McKay's final novel, Banana Bottom (1933), enacts a speculative return home to Jamaica

for the self-exiled author. The facts of the novel's production suggest the international scope of

McKay's career abroad: he wrote the book in Tangier and published it in New York for a
predominantly American audience. McKay's early involvement in the Harlem Renaissance, his

editorial work in London for the Worker's Dreadnought and in New York for The Liberator, his

celebrity in Soviet Russia, and his years in Europe imply a broad engagement with the workings of the

twentieth century as well as a strong interest in Marxist aesthetics. In his 1937 autobiography, McKay

describes himself as an "internationalist," explaining (with some levity) that "an internationalist was a

bad nationalist"; he was also a self-described "peasant become proletarian," a description which gave

his "internationalist" label a distinctly Marxian inflection. 1 So while Banana Bottom argues for a

return to "folk" roots and a celebration of the anti-modern, it does not do so for the sake of nostalgia

alone; rather, McKay returns home in this novel to offer a careful analysis of the modern global

economy and Jamaica's place within it. 2 In Banana Bottom, McKay argues for the rejection of

colonial cultural ideology--most notably, Christianity--and the return to "folk" roots as a route to

autonomy for Afro-Jamaican peasants. Such autonomy is imagined not only as an alternative to the

modernity of the colonial mission, but also as a form of resistance to the vagaries of the global

commodities market and to the incursions of low-wage immigrant [End Page 79] labor. 3 Banana
Bottom argues for the authenticity of peasant culture so as to advance a secondary argument for

Afro-Jamaicans to participate in the peasant appropriation of economic capital.

In Banana Bottom, the "folk" is situated at the axis between two generic imperatives. 4 In one, that of

the "folk" romance, 5 the village of Banana Bottom represents the purportedly timeless values and

collective identity of Afro-Jamaican peasant life; here, the "folk" are economically self-sufficient and

culturally regenerative, and any change is part of the synchronic cycle of daily life. In the other, the

"folk" drives the machinery of a naturalist plot; 6 the novel traces the inexorable fall of Bita Plant from

her position as a highly-educated Christian missionary in the town of Jubilee to her marriage with a

peasant farmer in her native village. Bita's decline is often described by the narrator as motivated by

her unconscious or instinctive feeling for her "folk" roots. But Bita's decline does not find her debased

or in a state of monstrosity, as the naturalist plot might suggest; rather, in succumbing to the diachronic
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pressures of psychological determinism, Bita finds herself savingly inserted into the utopian world of

the "folk" romance. By surrendering to instinct, Bita discovers the autonomy by which she can be true

to herself and to her Afro-Jamaican community, perpetually.

Because the novel represents political affiliations through psychological categories, most critics have

understood it to be about Bita's crisis of personal identity. These readers have assessed Bita's final

position as either liberating, or as too ideal to be plausible. Those critics who praise the book

generally conclude that Bita is liberated by her return home. Kenneth Ramchand has praised Bita's
"final liberation and embrace of the folk," noting that her "self-assertion takes the form of immersion."
7 George Kent sees Bita learn "how to make her Western education work harmoniously with the

soulfulness of her roots. . . . Bita is able to resist [her education] and to opt for the warmer and more

spontaneous celebration of life available in the village." 8 Critics who are unhappy with the book

complain that Bita's fate is unrealistic. Michael Gilkes has charged that the novel "reads like a case of

special pleading [End Page 80] for an indigenous, rooted Black Consciousness." 9 Bita "finds a place

that is truly 'home' by finding a 'solution' (the inverted commas suggest themselves) to the familiar

West Indian dichotomy" of Western education and local roots. Gilkes sees Banana Bottom as "an

idealized 'home,' a folk-centered community in which the black or colored West Indian can live in

harmony with himself and others." 10 Leota Lawrence is equally unhappy with the novel, dismissing it
as naive and unrealistic. She complains: "As much as one would wish to commend McKay for the

positive portrayal of his heroine and the rural folk as a whole, Bita's is merely a romanticized version
of West Indian womanhood. . . . McKay can be indicted for romanticizing his heroine and his world

of Banana Bottom." 11 Lawrence concludes that "anyone who knows anything about West Indians

would agree that McKay's Bita is a romanticized version of West Indian womanhood." 12 Whereas

Ramchand and Kent see Bita as achieving liberation through her assertion of personal identity, Gilkes
and Lawrence complain that such an assertion of identity is unrealistic, if not undesirable. These
readers share an eagerness to follow the naturalistic drive and see Bita reach the state of self-

consciousness that is regarded as most instinctively true, but they differ as to whether the novel's
conclusion as romance is plausible, or is instead an instance of false consciousness that would more

suitably have been resolved in the terms of realism.

The question of the degree to which the "folk" is a true or a fantastic entity has been the subject of
debate in West Indian literary history generally. In a 1972 essay, Gordon Rohlehr contests George

Lamming's position that the West Indian novel is "the people's speech, the organic music of the earth."
13 Lamming has contrasted the West Indian novel with the English novel, which he claims is

preoccupied with the concerns of the middle class in [End Page 81] England. The West Indian novel,
he says, has brought back to reading "lumps of earth: unrefined, perhaps, but good, warm, fertile

earth." 14 Rohlehr seeks "a more pliable theory . . ., one which can accommodate the interplay

between country, town and big city, between peasant, artisan and city-slicker or factory worker, and

between the ill-defined classes of the West Indies." 15 Lamming, according to Rohlehr, has presented

an overly synchronic view of "folk" culture, one that does not comprehend its place in the dynamic
activity of West Indian culture generally. Rohlehr advocates a view of the culture in constant flux:

"West Indian society is in fluid motion, and often, oscillation, between the two extreme poles of the

folk-urban continuum, [which] makes it difficult to define one's terms." 16 Both Lamming and Rohlehr
take the position that the "folk" is a real entity in the culture; Rohlehr simply advances a more nuanced
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understanding of that reality. Rohlehr's understanding bears considerable explanatory power with

respect to Banana Bottom, in which most of the constituencies that he cites are represented. But
Rohlehr's model is useful for us only on the level of reflection theory: it suggests that the world in

which Bita operates corresponds to the real world of Jamaica, but it cannot explain why Bita is drawn
inevitably to affiliate with the collective identity of the "folk" as a romantic act of personal liberation.

* * * *

Thomas Holt's recent history of Jamaica gives us some leverage on this question. In The Problem of

Freedom, Holt shows that the emancipation of the slaves in Jamaica posed a problem for the British
colonials who still sought to maintain their interests in the Jamaican economy. The British granted

Jamaicans individual autonomy but sought in various ways to curtail their economic activity. The
growth of a peasant economy throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, to the extent

that by the 1930s between sixty and eighty percent of the population lived as peasants, produced a
nightmare for British plantation owners who lost a cheap labor pool and a conundrum for
contemporary interpreters and later historians who sought an explanation for the change. Some

interpreters, Holt tells us, saw the rise of the peasantry as actually a cultural regression, since, as the
argument goes, "ex-slaves were culturally endowed with relatively simple aspirations that could easily

be satisfied in a tropical environment and worked just enough to gratify immediate desires." 17 Others
defined the change as driven not by character, but by economic conditions: the new peasants

capitalized on the chance for a better life by working for themselves rather than for a wage on the
estates. But this interpretation assumes that the former slaves would make choices based solely on

economic incentive, without regard to cultural ideals. Ultimately, Holt concludes, peasant freeholds
formed near plantations, and peasants moved between maintaining their own gardens, selling the
surplus in local markets, and devoting time to estate labor when they [End Page 82] chose, while

sometimes forming as part of a "militant agricultural proletariat, utilizing all the tools of labor agitation,
including strikes, slowdowns, and sabotage to extract concessions of better pay and working

conditions from the estates." 18 The rise of a peasant society in Jamaica was not fueled by cultural
regression or economic determinism; instead, Afro-Jamaican peasants positioned themselves to take

advantage of the remains of the plantation system by creating an alternative modernity in which they
could accumulate their own property and sustain their livelihoods through the cultivation of their own

lands.

Holt's description of post-emancipation Jamaica gives us more leverage on the question of freedom in
Banana Bottom than does Rohlehr's offer of a dynamic folk-urban continuum. By emphasizing
freedom as a problem, Holt presents the "folk" as a chosen affiliation rather than as a pole of meaning

in a continuum or as a pre-modern state that will eventually be superseded by modern life. Sidney

Mintz's seminal description of the "rural" Caribbean as a byproduct of "'industrial' colonies" suggests
as much: "The ruralness of the region . . . is not the ruralness of tribal horticulturalists, or of ancient

agricultural civilizations, but the consequence of an industrial system that happened to be based on

agriculture rather than on factories." 19 And in "The Agricultural Show," a story included in his 1932

collection, Gingertown, McKay himself describes the acquisition of peasant freeholds as the product

of "tenacious" activity (rather than as the expression of an inherent teleology of development); in this
story, a ninety-six year old peasant remembers a series of political and economic structures in

Jamaica: "He was full of memories about the land; of the old slave days when sugar-cane was king of

colonial products, of its displacement by and the spread of the banana; of the rebellion of the slaves,
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the half-freedom of the slaves, the full freedom of the slaves; of the deterioration of land values, the
importation of indentured Indian coolies to take the place of the slaves, the decline and agony of the

great plantations, and the grim, tenacious acquisition of small landholdings by the freed slaves and

their children." 20 Holt, Mintz, and McKay alike suggest that the "folk" operates as an alternative

figuration within the discourse on Jamaican modernity.

In this context, we can see peasant life as a form of resistance to British colonial rule and a significant
staking out of economic autonomy. The novel displays the consequences for not following this

strategy. Early on, we are presented with background on a failed coffee collective that engendered

antipathy for the colonial missionaries. When the Reverend Angus Craig notes that poor peasants are
selling their coffee during the flush season when the price is low, he organizes a pool so that they can

collectively wait out the market until the price rises. This strategy of organizing around one commodity

fails, however: the market price falls, and the peasants do not believe that the market is beyond

Reverend Craig's control and so resolve not to follow his advice in the future. But the real lesson of
this episode, the novel eventually argues, is that dependence on one commodity puts the peasants at

the mercy of the global commodities market. The choice of the "folk" as an affiliation, however

fantastic or romantic the choice is presented to be in aesthetic form, is ultimately also a political

choice, [End Page 83] and not mere nostalgia. The imagining of a synchronic "folk" world bespeaks
a certain intransigence to the modern marketplace. An affiliation with the "folk" also represents a

rejection of the autonomy offered by the colonial mission in this novel, in which colonial ideology is

shown to deny religious freedom; the autonomy which Bita acquires is that more commonly
associated with political modernity under democracy, which, according to Selwyn R. Cudjoe,

underwrites many of the narratives of resistance in Caribbean literature. 21 For Bita, the solution to the
"problem of freedom" is to return home and settle in with her "folk." Her personal liberation is also a

political affiliation. But in coming to understand Bita's choice we must also confront its greatest

paradox. We must ask why her political liberation is also her deepest instinct.

* * * *

When Bita is drawn back into her native self, she is said to recover both her memory of childhood

and her true sexuality. As the novel opens, we witness Bita's return to the town of Jubilee from
England, where she has been educated for seven years. Bita's education has been sponsored by local

Christian missionaries, who intervened when they heard the news of Bita's rape by the village

musician, Crazy Bow. The narrator insists that the rape is the consequence of play between the two
that escalated into sexual intercourse. But village gossip and Christian moral doctrine convert the

accident into a crime of lunacy for Crazy Bow and a moral blemish from which Bita must recover.

Malcolm and Priscilla Craig, the town missionaries, take on Bita as an experiment, and we witness

Bita return to the town as highly educated and morally purified, an example of what the novel's
psychological schematization would see as the ability of civilization to repress one's base unconscious

desires. The Craigs watch proudly at Bita's "welcome home" party in the first scene, for she is "the

transplanted African peasant girl that they had transformed from a brown wildling into a decorous

cultivated young lady." 22 Sexual repression and an education in English civility conjoin on the route to

elevate Bita. Consequently, the road home will prove difficult, for the return to uncivilized "folk" life
will be linked here with a fall into atavism.

McKay is at pains to demonstrate that the rape is more an accident than an act of violence, and
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consequently he is able to use the event to show the ways in which public discourse can reshape
extramarital sex as a scandal worthy of sanction. His narration will not investigate Bita's point of view

concerning the rape and its consequences; in this sense, McKay's attitude toward Bita's rape

resembles the detached, experimental attitude exhibited by the Craigs--an attitude his narrative aims

to critique. Where McKay creates a silence about Bita's inner [End Page 84] experience of these
events, however, he also explores the processes by which various constituencies in her community

seek to define the experience for her. 23 Indeed, the novel will offer a sympathetic portrait of Crazy

Bow and it will argue that Bita suffers more from the social reaction to the event than from the event

itself. We are told by the narrator that Crazy Bow "was harmlessly light-headed and none could

imagine him capable of any natural aberration" (p. 9). Although he is twenty-five to Bita's twelve years
of age, their friendship is generally considered to be motivated by mutual kindness. When they romp

on the banks of the Cane river, Bita becomes "bewitched" by Crazy Bow's fiddling and climbs on top

of him; "Crazy Bow was blinded by temptation and lost control of himself and the deed was done" (p.

10). McKay gives us the sense that both parties blundered into the situation. But the event is quickly
reinterpreted through public opinion. When Bita's Anty Nommy sees blood on her shift, she takes

Bita to the village midwife, Sister Phibby Patroll, also known as the "village looselip" (p. 10). Soon the

whole countryside knows, and Crazy Bow is arrested and sent to the madhouse. The story of Bita
and Crazy Bow is a "toothsome tale" (p. 14) because Bita's father, Jordan Plant, is a leading peasant,

and his daughter is expected to advance out of peasant society into the professional class. There is

humor in her tale for those whom she would leave behind, for "before she was thirteen she had fallen

into the profound pit that yawned between the plane of the peasantry and higher achievement" (p.
14). Bita is thus taunted in a popular folk ballad, which McKay repeats several times in the novel:

You may wrap her up in silk, 

You may trim her up with gold, 
And the prince may come after 

To ask for your daughter, 

But Crazy Bow was first. (p. 14)

In the first instance, then, Bita's rape is seen by her fellow peasantry as a joke because it undermines

her potential to achieve an improvement in class position.

Sister Phibby's influence extends far and wide. We also see her walk the fifteen miles to the town of
Jubilee to inform Malcolm and Priscilla Craig. Because Malcolm Craig's father and Jordan Plant's

father were friends, the Craigs feel a special sympathy toward Bita. They too see Bita's rape as an

obstacle to her potential rise in class position, although they view this as a tragic circumstance rather
than a joke. Priscilla Craig in particular takes this as an opportunity for "taking Bita to train as an

exhibit" (p. 17). She wants to show that education in Christian moral doctrine can help a fallen

peasant girl to get back on the road to success. The Craigs take her in at the mission, and later send

her to England for an education. In her recent description of the relations between class and popular
culture in this society, Carolyn [End Page 85] Cooper explains that "upward social mobility in

Jamaica requires the shedding of the old skin of early socialisation: mother tongue, mother culture,

mother wit--the feminised discourse of voice, identity and native knowledge." 24 When Bita is sent

abroad, "the peasants were stunned by the news and gossiped about nothing else" (p. 29), and many

are jealous that they cannot go abroad as she does. The Craigs thus convert Bita's early infamy into
the occasion for instruction of the peasant class, and she is to become an example of redemption
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through moral instruction.

When Bita finally returns to Jamaica, she finds herself again the object of intense scrutiny and class

conflict. In the opening scene, we see her accompany the Coloured Choristers on the piano in a test

of wills; the choristers vary the tempo to throw her off course, but she keeps up and wins their
approval. As an officer of the mission, Bita is expected to stitch together the culture of the black

peasants and the moral expectations of the white Christian faith. She must serve as both a model of

exceptional virtue and as one of the "folk." Her position makes her passage through public space
somewhat awkward. On her first return to the public market in Jubilee, we learn that Bita is not

inclined to feel alienated from her people:

Many young natives had gone to the city or abroad for higher culture and had returned
aloof from, if not actually despising, the tribal life in which they were nurtured. But the

pure joy that Bita felt in the simple life of her girlhood was childlike and almost

unconscious. She could not reason and theorize why she felt that way. It was just a

surging free big feeling. (p. 41)

Already we see her instinctively drawn to identify with her native people. Her shopping trip is

described as an orgy, for we see her feel "an impulse to touch and fondle a thousand times more than

she wanted to buy" (p. 41), and she revels in the crowd:

Bita mingled in the crowd, responsive to the feeling, the colour, the smell, the swell and

press of it. It gave her the sensation of a reservoir of familiar kindred humanity into

which she had descended for baptism. (p. 40)

But her yearning to be immersed in the crowd is contradicted by Mrs. Craig's desire that she also

stand apart from it as an example. When Bita reveals that she had conversed with Hopping Dick, "an
outstanding member of the ungodly set" (p. 39), she is reprimanded by Mrs. Craig and reminded that

members of the mission are to be "living examples of right conduct" (p. 45). The incident leaves Bita

wondering about her future, worrying if she can live up to Mrs. Craig's standards, and distractedly

reading the novels of Mrs. Humphrey Ward. [End Page 86]

* * * *

When Bita makes her first return to the village of Banana Bottom, we see that she will eventually give

in to the "surging free big feeling" that hit her in the marketplace. Perhaps the first clue is that the visit

coincides with Emancipation Day, and Bita "anticipated with happiness the freedom of going

bandanna on a picnic day" (p. 49). But Bita's liberating indulgence goes beyond the sartorial: "she was

overcome by a feeling to capture and live again that moment of her barefooted girlhood" (p. 59). She

will encounter difficulty in recapturing the moment, however, for both Bita and the villagers are

intimidated by the other, Bita because she has been asked to perform for them, and the villagers
because "in their eyes she was now a grand lady who had been to the high white folk's country and

was learned in their ways, just like one of them with only the difference of pigmentation" (p. 51). Bita

does not seek to perform as a lady for the village "folk" but attempts to join them in their daily lives as

one of them. She had never been to one of the tea meetings, which are the "principal indigenous

amusements of the peasantry" (p. 56), and when she hears the drum announcing one she is "suddenly

seized with longing to go" (p. 56). But tea meetings are denounced from the pulpit as "vulgar
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amusements" (p. 56), and she cannot go because of her position. She is destined to spend the next

day handing out Euro-American children's literature as prizes for good conduct to the children of the

village church.

Bita will have another chance to go to a tea meeting, however. During the next day's picnic, she meets

Squire Gensir, an English folklorist who has taken up residence in the village area. "The peasants were

his hobby" (p. 71), and he has spent the past several years transcribing their folklore and songs. Bita

complains that her position has prevented her from going to a tea meeting, but she is convinced to go

with the Squire, since "she thought it would make all the difference if she went like a spectator to a

tea-meeting with . . . a person like Squire Gensir, who could do as he liked and yet command the
respect of the highest and the lowest people" (p. 74). Bita's education matches that of the Squire, and

they match each other in being exiles from their native cultures. They also share both an appreciation

of and distance from the "folk" culture of the village; because he has not gone native, Bita, too, is not

expected to revert. So Bita is able to go with him as a spectator to her native culture. But their

experiences of the tea meeting are not identical. When Bita dares to join the dance, she gives in to her

purported nature:

Her body was warm and willing for that native group dancing. It came more natural to
her than the waltzes and minuets, although she liked these too in a more artificial

atmosphere.

. . . And she danced forgetting herself, forgetting even Jubilee, dancing down the barrier

between high breeding and common pleasures under her light stamping feet until she was

one with the crowd. (p. 84)

She discovers that she cannot be a mere spectator to the scene, and she wonders at Gensir's "merely

cerebral" (p. 85) experience in comparison to hers: "Were [his] nerves and body cells not touched as

hers?" (pp. 85-86). Bita's forgetting on the dance floor is also her first remembering of her collective

identity with her native "folk."

Bita cannot commit an indiscretion without Sister Phibby Patroll spoiling the day. Sister Phibby has

rushed to Jubilee as she did nine years previously to tell Priscilla Craig about [End Page 87] Bita's

attendance at the tea meeting. Mrs. Craig is tormented by the news:

She had spent an afternoon in hell wrestling with the devil, who all black and flame-red

with lifted tail kept dancing around and darting up to her to whisper satanisms in her ear:

Bita was atavistic as was her race. A branch of the same root and the deceptive lovely

flower would wither to seed a similar tree. (p. 92)

Bita is completely absolved when she reveals that Gensir had accompanied her to the tea meeting.
But the Craigs take her interest as a warning and decide that she should get married as soon as

possible. Once again, Bita's affiliation with her people has brought gossip and the charge of atavism.

* * * *

Marriage will fix Bita's desires in a form acceptable to Mrs. Craig. Bita has known for some time that
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she is to be married to Herald Newton Day. Day is a black theological student who is expected to

take over the missionary when the Craigs retire, and Bita is to continue her work at the mission as his
wife. It is as if their marriage is the true mission of the Craigs: "A cultured native couple succeeding to

one of the finest missions in the colony. That in the minds of the Craigs would be the best tribute to

their labour, the most fitting fulfillment to the pioneer purpose that lay behind the founding and building

of Jubilee" (p. 36). But Day is something of a pretender, "full of self-satisfaction and, considering his

youth, on too intimate terms with God" (p. 97). Bita listens to him preach and realizes that she cannot

love him. She "longed to be free from the irritation of his presence" (p. 110) and fears that continued

contact with him will drive her to break entirely from the Craigs' plan for her. When Day praises her

for being "'like a pure-minded white lady,'" she can only reply that "'I am myself'" (p. 100).

Fortunately for Bita, she is called back to Banana Bottom. Once again she has the opportunity to

immerse herself in her past, this time quite literally. Taking a stroll along the Cane river, she comes

upon the boys' bathing hole, where she watches five schoolboys bathe. Caught watching, she moves

on to the girls' bathing hole, which evokes memories of many past swims: "All of her body was tingling

sweet with affectionate feeling for the place" (p. 117). Naked, she plunges into the water and exposes

her breasts to the sun and feels ecstatic: "How delicious was the feeling of floating! To feel that one
can suspend oneself upon a yawning depth and drift, drifting in perfect confidence without the slightest

intruding thought of danger" (p. 117). The scene signals her safe immersion in her past, an immersion

that contrasts sharply with the atavism which Mrs. Craig imagines, while it also recalls her sense of

being baptized in the crowd in the market. While in the water, her "thoughts flitted across her mind

like cinema scenes" (p. 117), and these scenes are projected images of the world which Mrs. Craig

has introduced to her, including her college days, a trip to Germany with Mrs. Craig, and Herald

Newton Day. As on her trip to the tea meeting, Bita is once again a spectator. But this time, she

views from within the safe, soothing waters of her girlhood swimming hole, where she shares
memories with others of her village, and she views the [End Page 88] world of the town and beyond.

This time, the cinematic apparatus distances her technologically from the world she recalls, just as

earlier the folklorist had provided a way of mediating her distance from her people.

Squire Gensir's position as a folklorist provides Bita with a comparativist stance from which to review

the religious practices of Christianity and Obeah. When Bita claims, during a visit to the Squire's hut,

that Obeah "'is an awful crime'" (p. 124), the Squire replies:

"Oh, it's just our civilization that makes it a crime. Obeah is only a form of primitive

superstition. As Christianity is a form of civilized superstition." (p. 124)

This equivocal position is generally endorsed by the novel; each is understood as a superstition with a

different political valence. So the Squire complains that Bita ought to appreciate Obeah because it "'is

a part of your folklore, like your Anancy tales and your digging jammas. And your folklore is the

spiritual link between you and your ancestral origin'" (p. 125). He chastises the missionaries for being
"'the wreck and ruin of folk art throughout the world'" (p. 126). Bita is presented with Obeah as a

question not of faith, but of aesthetics; through aesthetic appreciation she can recover her ancestral

origin, and no spiritual conversion is required.

This comparison of Obeah with Christianity is complicated by the story of Herald Newton Day's fall.

In conversation over tea with Squire Gensir, we see Day advocating a policy of racial progress:
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" . . . life without progress is stagnation. Look at us Negroes, for example. The savage

brutish state we were in both in Africa and in America before Civilization aroused us.
We owe all we are today to progress." (p. 171)

Gensir replies merely that "'progress is a grand fact'" (p. 171) but does not believe in it. Day's position

is undermined in the following scene, in which he is to deliver his valedictory sermon on the topic of

personal purity. We see him confidently practicing his elocution, but when the time for the sermon

comes, he is nowhere to be found. He has "descended from the dizzy heights of holiness to the very

bottom of the beast," and "the rumour ran through the region that Herald Newton had suddenly turned

crazy and defiled himself with a nanny goat" (p. 175). His absurd fall shows him up as a hypocrite and
also compels the belief among the peasants that Obi has used Herald as an instrument to punish God.

The scene thus shows how each religious system can convert the failings of its opponent into a

justification of its own power.

Of course, Priscilla Craig has been shocked and dismayed over Day's fall, while Bita feels "as if a

mysterious agent in nature had acted for her, but by a means so unusual, so terrible" (p. 180). We see

Herald's fall as the beginning of the end for Bita's stay at the mission in Jubilee. Her end is hastened in
part because of Mrs. Craig's diminished trust in Bita, and in Bita's interest in Hopping Dick. In one

scene, these two factors are conjoined. Mrs. Craig has a nightmare in which she is attacked by

African masks, in which she is "deprived of voice to shriek her utter terror among these bodiless

barbaric faces circling and darting towards her and bobbing up and down with that mad grinning. . . .

[S]uddenly she too was in motion and [End Page 89] madly whirling round and round and round

with the weird dancing masks" (p. 199). In the meantime, Bita has sneaked out of the mission to go to

a dance with Hopping Dick. The conjunction suggests that Bita is becoming what Mrs. Craig's worst

dreams portend. Indeed, when Bita admits an inclination to marry Hopping Dick if asked, Mrs. Craig
concludes "that Bita at bottom was a nymphomaniac" (p. 221). She telegrams Bita's family in Banana

Bottom that Bita is ruining her reputation with Hopping Dick, and she goes home after Hopping Dick

tells her he is not interested in marriage. As an experiment, Bita has failed.

* * * *

When Bita finally returns home to Banana Bottom, her father is pleased: "Her choosing of her own
will to return there filled him with pride" (p. 234). Many of the activities common to Banana Bottom

recur upon her return. An insincere religious revival led by an opportunistic white capitalist

overwhelms the town during a severe drought, but his effort is undermined by a black woman who

interrupts and provides what some call "the real old-time revival" (p. 249). Here we see Bita once

again give in to a frenzied collective dance: Bita collapses in an ecstatic mesmeric trance in which she

feels contact with her African lineage. This is the final scene in which she falls ecstatically into a

crowd. Later, she recalls "a sensation of becoming a different person in a strange place" (p. 253), and

she appreciates Jubban's snatching her away from the circle dance. Jubban, her father's drayman, is
to be her husband, and the remainder of the novel is devoted to proving the inevitability of this fact.

Jubban has been lurking in the background as the perfect type of peasant demeanor. We often see

him in picturesque settings, gently caring for an animal or carefully working the land. He has been

Jordan Plant's favored assistant and is chosen to take over his farm after his death. Bita has her pick

of suitors, but picks Jubban even though she might have been expected to pick someone of a higher
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class. The narrator explains Bita's rationale:

Jubban was superior in one thing. He possessed a deep feeling for the land and he was a

lucky-born cultivator. No one could do better than he in carrying on the work of the soil

that had absorbed Jordan Plant's being and kept his heart's blood always warm. (p.

291)

Her decision is disdained by people in Jubilee who had expected her to progress in the class

hierarchy. These people think that she is "reverting to type," complaining that "while girls with less

education and chances were aspiring to ladylike living and trying to get away from their peasant origin,
Bita had deliberately chosen to vegetate in the backwoods with a common drayman" (p. 292).

But Bita's choice is not a reversion to type. Instead, she is demonstrating in her choice of Jubban

authority over her sexual commitments. As an exemplar, Bita has witnessed her sexual intentions

subjected to close scrutiny by the missionaries, the black professional class, and her village "folk."

Partially due to the tedium of being scrutinized and partially due to her oft-cited native instinct, she is

drawn back home. And here she encounters, near the end of the novel, another rapist. She is walking
through the savannah on the nearby plantation when the owner's son, Marse Arthur, tries to force

himself on her. She fights him off until Jubban [End Page 90] arrives and saves her. Whereas in Bita's

early life a white woman intervened to save her from the purported sexual aggression of one of Bita's

own people, now we see Bita saved from the more conventional rapist, Marse Arthur, "bastard near-

white son of a wealthy country gentleman, enjoying all the local privileges of his birth and position" (p.

264), by one of her fellow village "folk," Jubban. Although we do not see her as fully self-sufficient--

she must always be saved by someone else--we do see her reclaim her sense of her own sexual

desires and value her body once again. Arthur has bitterly denounced the intrusion of Jubban on the
scene of seduction and chides that she is "'only a black gal'" (p. 262). As Bita later reflects on this

insult, she views herself in the mirror and her body achieves the lushness of the jungle:

"Only a nigger gal!" She undressed and looked at her body in the long mirror of the old-

fashioned wardrobe. She caressed her breasts like maturing pomegranates, her skin firm

and smooth like the sheath of a blossoming banana, her luxuriant hair, close-curling like

thick fibrous roots, gazed at her own warm-brown eyes, the infallible indicators of real
human beauty. (p. 266)

While this portrait of Bita would seem merely to exoticize her body, Bita's recent experience

encourages her to frame this as a vision of an empowered self. 25 Here we see her reclaim her body

as an organic being, rather than as the site of moral scrutiny and racist insult. This organicism informs

her final contentment, for she and Jubban have a child and work the land that her father left for them.

* * * *

That Bita's new family will work the land in the manner of peasants returns us to the economic

argument of the novel. As we learned from Holt's account of the peasant appropriation of economic

capital, choosing to work the land as a peasant allows Bita to occupy a relatively autonomous niche in

a complex global economy. The novel has made this clear in its early account of the failed coffee
collective. In the concluding chapters, the novel also reminds us of the local threats to the economic

welfare of the Afro-Jamaican peasantry. In a late conversation at Squire Gensir's, the relation of the
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emancipated slaves to imported Indian and Chinese workers is debated. Plantation owners have

brought in laborers from abroad who will work for less than the local Jamaican peasants in the post-
emancipation era. The narrator argues against "the method of importing coolie labour" (p. 240) and

shows McKay's clear preference for the "hardy Negro peasantry" (p. 238), who, he claims, are

better workers. He also demonstrates that the immigrant laborers are appreciated in some ways by

the Jamaican public. The novel discourages the importation of workers in part because the practice

puts Afro-Jamaican peasants out of work. And it also argues that these workers are gravely

dependent on a broad system of exchange that will not protect their livelihood. The [End Page 91]

end of the novel shows Banana Bottom subject to several years of drought, a hurricane, and floods,
none of which augurs well for an agriculture-dependent economy. A shortage of food threatens most

of the peasants, but not Jordan Plant, who "as usual, had been a shrewd cultivator, never planting all

of his best land with banana" (p. 292). The narrator draws a moral:

The planters saw in the visitation of the elements a salutary lesson--for the peasant

workers. For although the plantations had been ravaged, too, the planters had reserves

of food and money that the peasants had not. (p. 293)

Most peasants became desperate because they have relied too heavily on the novel's signature

commodity, the banana, and have not diversified their planting enough to account for the vagaries of

economic and natural disaster. Jordan Plant is thus held up as an exemplary peasant, and his daughter

is to follow in his footsteps on the route to economic autonomy and political modernity.

Banana Bottom's narrative voice shuttles between melodramatic pathos and satirical jibes. The novel

is strongly driven by the machinations of plot, and the narrator stays mostly on the surface of events to

register the affective ideology of their consequences. Often the narrator registers pity, as when Bita is
taunted by the "folk" ballad that "Crazy Bow was first"; at other times, the narrator traces the plot

development with sadistic satire, as when Herald Newton Day defiles himself with a nanny goat. The

novel's constant engagement of purported inevitables, as when we repeatedly find that Bita is "a

natural dancer" (p. 192), demands a certain pathos, in that here Bita has been deprived of the

opportunity to dance, while it also encourages in the reader a sadistic glee in seeing Bita succumb to

her base nature. In this sense, the novel encourages us to take the attitude of Sister Phibby Patroll,

who takes pleasure in Bita's disgrace even as she intervenes to save her. But the narrative seems most
sincere when it finds Bita returning to her "folk" roots sure of her own worth. It is here that the

naturalistic drive of the novel is halted, and Bita is inserted into the stable and ameliorative realm of the

"folk" romance. Once she is returned to her roots, the narrative voice ceases to weigh in to register

pathos for Bita's lost "folk" identity, or to disdain harshly the characters who would prevent her from

getting back to it, or even to suggest wryly that Bita's return is inevitable. Indeed, here the narrative

ceases to exist.

The novel's ending has rankled some critics who have viewed its utopianism as suspect. Like Gilkes,

Lawrence, and other critics, Hazel Carby complains about the novel's romantic conclusion:

Much of the argument of Banana Bottom emerges in the tension between attempts by

missionaries to eradicate black cultural forms and the gentler forms of abuse present in

white patronage of black culture. Against these forms of exploitation McKay

reconstructs black culture as sustaining a whole way of life. But it is a way of life of the
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past, of his formative years, a place that the intellectual had to leave to become an

intellectual and to which he does not return except in this Utopian [End Page 93]

moment. 26

A consideration of the place of utopianism in Caribbean art, however, will help us to understand the

political investments that motivate this novel's conclusion. In his work on Afro-Caribbean narrative,

Patrick Taylor situates utopian, synchronic liberation within historical and narrative diachrony:
"Liberating narrative . . . does not lose itself in an abstract universality, divorced from all temporality.

Liberation is only meaningful as the realization of freedom in time, that is, as a lived universal." 27

McKay's "timeless" solution to the expediencies of contemporary political concerns is characteristic of

many cultural projects in the region: in The Repeating Island, Antonio Benítez-Rojo has described
"the wish to reach the state of racial, social, and cultural nonviolence" which undergirds "a utopian

project of coexistence that made up for the fragmentary, unstable, and conflictual Antillean existence"
28 in Caribbean cultural formations:

The cultural discourse of the Peoples of the Sea attempts, through real or symbolic
sacrifice, to neutralize violence and to refer society to the transhistorical codes of

Nature. . . . In this paradoxical space, in which one has the illusion of experiencing a
totality, there appear to be no repressions or contradictions; there is no desire other than

that of maintaining oneself within the limits of this zone for the longest possible time, in

free orbit, beyond imprisonment or liberty. 29

McKay's utopian conclusion, then, is best understood as motivated by the desire to find a speculative
resolution to historical contradictions.

Such speculative resolution is hard-won, Simon Gikandi would argue: "An integrated discourse of self
is surely the ultimate or possibly utopian desire of Caribbean writing, but it can only be reached after

the negotiation of a historically engendered split between the self and its world, between this self and

the language it uses." 30 Bita's story dramatizes this negotiation between self and world; McKay's own

position as he created this drama reveals [End Page 93] the impulses motivating it. Frequently

described as a "double exile" 31 (from Harlem and Jamaica), writing from an ambivalent situation
between home and abroad through which "the unity of identity and contradiction emerges with the

greatest force," 32 McKay was living in Tangier on an acre of land, growing potatoes, peas, carrots,
and turnips for sustenance and struggling to write the novel that would restore him to financial stability.
33 McKay's garden provided greater sustenance than did the market on which Banana Bottom was

sold: the Great Depression adversely affected the publishing industry; the novel made no money. 34

So while McKay's speculative return to Jamaica enacts a utopian fantasy, this fantasy is impelled by

his lived experience in Tangier as both an internationally-acclaimed novelist and a peasant. His
situation ironically underscores the economic argument of the novel: in a volatile global marketplace,

the development of peasant freeholds for subsistence farming will offer a relatively stable alternative
for both the author and his heroine.

In liberating herself from the strictures of the civilizing efforts of the Craigs, Bita succumbs to her

instinct. Her arrival back at Banana Bottom as emblematic earth-mother seems simply to put her in
her place. The novel would then seem to be an elaborate scheme to contain the political agency of



8/8/12 David Nicholls - The Folk as Alternative Modernity: Claude McKay's Banana Bottom and the Romance of…

13/17oradc/…/David Nicholls - The Folk as Alternative Modernity  Claude McKay's Banana Bottom and the Ro…

Afro-Jamaican women. But Bita's affiliation with the peasant class has a political valence beyond that
of a need for her to be true to herself; her affiliation bespeaks an intransigence to the incursions of

colonial rule as well as to the exigencies of a global commodity culture, and it thus, paradoxically,
allows her to create an alternative modernity to the colonial mission, whose promise of autonomy

through Christian civilization is so stultifying for Bita. And here, perhaps, we see the stubborn
attractiveness of an aesthetics based in the "folk." The appeal is not in mere nostalgia and a
sentimental recovery of lost origins, but in the intractable logic of an identity politics structured

simultaneously by the promise of free abstract self-expression and the solace of essentialism. Here, at
the unchanging historical horizon of the synchronic "folk" world, is both an historical totality and, in the

context of modern culture, a place from which to argue.
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