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Abstract—Claude McKay (1889–1948) is one of the 

foremost writers of the Harlem Renaissance and an 

influential figure in Caribbean literature. Although he 

is best known for his poetry, his novels offer profound 

insights into race, colonialism, identity, and cultural 

conflict. Published in 1933, Banana Bottom is widely 

regarded as McKay’s finest novel. Set in colonial 

Jamaica, it presents a compelling account of the conflict 

between Western education and indigenous Jamaican 

traditions through the experiences of its protagonist, 

Bita Plant. The novel critiques colonial ideology while 

celebrating the richness of Jamaican folk culture, 

language, religion, and communal life. It demonstrates 

that true education should strengthen rather than erase 

one’s cultural identity. Through Bita’s journey of self-

discovery, McKay explores themes of identity, 

colonialism, gender, religion, and cultural nationalism, 

making Banana Bottom a landmark text in postcolonial 

literature. 

 

Claude McKay (1889–1948) occupies a significant 

place in twentieth-century literature as one of the 

pioneering voices of the Harlem Renaissance. 

Although he is widely remembered for his poetry, 

McKay’s novels equally deserve critical attention for 

their profound engagement with race, colonialism, 

identity, and the struggle for cultural selfhood. 

Published in 1933, Banana Bottom is regarded as one 

of his finest achievements in fiction. Unlike his 

earlier urban novels, Banana Bottom returns to the 

Jamaican countryside, offering a vivid portrayal of 

rural life and the complexities of colonial society. 

The novel explores the conflict between Western 

education and African-Jamaican traditions, exposing 

the psychological and cultural consequences of 

colonial rule. Through the journey of the protagonist, 

Bita Plant, McKay presents an inspiring narrative of 

self-discovery and cultural affirmation. 

Banana Bottom is more than a personal story; it is a 

critique of colonial ideology that attempted to erase 

indigenous identity under the guise of civilization and 

religion. McKay celebrates Jamaican folk culture, 

language, music, spirituality, and communal values 

while questioning the superiority claimed by colonial 

institutions. As a result, Banana Bottom has become 

an important text in postcolonial studies, Caribbean 

literature, feminist criticism, and cultural history. 

The novel is set in colonial Jamaica during the early 

twentieth century, a period when British imperial 

authority dominated every aspect of social life. 

Education, religion, politics, and culture were 

controlled by colonial institutions that promoted 

European values while treating African traditions as 

primitive and inferior. Christian missionaries played 

an active role in this process by converting the local 

population and encouraging them to abandon their 

ancestral customs.  The plantation system had already 

created deep racial and economic inequalities. 

Although slavery had been abolished decades earlier, 

its social consequences continued to shape Jamaican 

society. Wealth and authority remained concentrated 

among the white elite, while the Black population 

struggled with poverty and limited opportunities. 

Cultural assimilation was presented as the only path 

to social advancement. 

McKay himself was deeply familiar with Jamaican 

rural life. Born in Jamaica, he understood the beauty, 

resilience, and dignity of peasant communities. His 

firsthand experience enabled him to depict village life 

with authenticity and sympathy. Banana Bottom 

reflects this intimate knowledge while exposing the 

contradictions of colonial rule. 

The novel centers on Bita Plant, a young Jamaican 

woman who becomes the subject of a missionary 

experiment. After suffering a traumatic childhood 

incident, she is adopted by two English missionaries, 

Reverend and Mrs. Craig. They educate her 

according to British ideals, hoping to transform her 
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into a refined Christian lady who embodies European 

civilization. 

Bita receives an excellent education and is exposed to 

English literature, manners, philosophy, and religious 

instruction. The missionaries believe that education 

and Christianity will permanently separate her from 

her Jamaican roots. However, despite her intellectual 

accomplishments, Bita gradually realizes that she 

does not belong completely to the European world.  

When she returns to her native village of Banana 

Bottom, she reconnects with the people, traditions, 

customs, music, folklore, and natural environment of 

Jamaica. She discovers that genuine happiness lies 

not in imitating colonial culture but in embracing her 

own identity. She rejects opportunities that would 

alienate her from her community and eventually 

chooses to marry Jubban, a hardworking Jamaican 

peasant who represents authenticity, dignity, and 

cultural rootedness.  The novel concludes with Bita’s 

acceptance of her heritage, symbolizing the triumph 

of self-knowledge over colonial conditioning. 

Bita Plant is one of the most memorable female 

protagonists in Caribbean literature. She represents 

the psychological conflict experienced by colonized 

individuals educated within imperial systems. Her 

education equips her with intellectual sophistication, 

yet it cannot erase her emotional attachment to 

Jamaican culture.  Bita is intelligent, thoughtful, 

independent, and morally courageous. She questions 

both colonial assumptions and rigid social 

expectations. Unlike many colonial subjects who 

internalize European superiority, Bita eventually 

recognizes the richness of her own cultural heritage. 

Her decision to embrace Jamaican identity reflects 

personal liberation rather than rejection of education 

itself. 

McKay portrays Bita as a woman capable of making 

independent choices. She refuses to become merely 

an instrument of missionary ambition and instead 

shapes her own destiny. Her journey symbolizes the 

emergence of postcolonial consciousness. 

Reverend Craig represents the paternalistic attitude of 

colonial missionaries. He sincerely believes that 

Christianity and European civilization are universally 

superior. Although his intentions appear benevolent, 

his actions reveal cultural arrogance. He attempts to 

reshape Bita according to British ideals without 

appreciating the value of her native traditions.  

McKay portrays Reverend Craig as a complex 

character rather than a simple villain. His inability to 

understand Jamaican culture reflects the limitations 

of colonial ideology. 

Mrs. Craig shares her husband’s missionary vision 

but exhibits greater emotional involvement in Bita’s 

upbringing. She sincerely hopes that Bita will 

become a model Christian woman. However, her 

affection cannot conceal her belief in European 

cultural superiority. Her disappointment when Bita 

rejects colonial expectations highlights the failure of 

missionary assimilation.  Jubban represents 

authenticity, stability, and cultural continuity. Unlike 

the educated elites who aspire to imitate European 

lifestyles, Jubban remains rooted in Jamaican 

traditions. He is hardworking, honest, compassionate, 

and self-respecting. 

Bita’s marriage to Jubban symbolizes her conscious 

rejection of colonial values in favor of cultural 

belonging. Their union demonstrates that dignity and 

fulfillment can be found within indigenous society 

rather than through colonial approval. 

The central theme of Banana Bottom is the search for 

identity. Bita struggles to reconcile the European 

education she has received with her Jamaican 

heritage. Her journey reflects the psychological 

conflict experienced by many colonized individuals 

who are taught to admire foreign cultures while 

neglecting their own traditions.  McKay suggests that 

authentic identity emerges through self-acceptance 

rather than imitation. Bita’s return to her community 

enables her to rediscover her true self. 

The novel offers a powerful critique of colonialism. 

McKay demonstrates that colonial domination 

extends beyond political control into culture, 

education, religion, and psychology. Missionaries 

believe they are civilizing the Jamaican people, yet 

they fail to appreciate the richness of local traditions. 

Colonial education attempts to produce obedient 

subjects who admire Europe and undervalue their 

own heritage. Bita’s rejection of this imposed identity 

challenges the ideological foundations of colonial 

rule. Education occupies a complex position in the 

novel. McKay does not reject education itself but 

criticizes an educational system designed to promote 

cultural alienation. Bita’s learning broadens her 

intellectual horizons, yet it becomes meaningful only 

when combined with respect for her own culture.  

The novel advocates an education that encourages 



© July 2026 | IJIRT | Volume 13 Issue 2 | ISSN: 2349-6002 

IJIRT 206978 INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INNOVATIVE RESEARCH IN TECHNOLOGY 4028 

critical thinking without demanding cultural 

surrender. 

Christianity is portrayed as both a source of moral 

guidance and an instrument of colonial power. 

Missionary activity often seeks to replace indigenous 

beliefs with European religious practices. McKay 

exposes the contradictions of a religion that preaches 

universal love while supporting cultural domination.  

He does not condemn faith itself but questions its use 

as a tool of imperial authority. 

The novel examines the tension between traditional 

Jamaican life and modern Western civilization. 

Rather than presenting them as mutually exclusive, 

McKay argues that progress should not require 

abandoning cultural identity.  Bita ultimately chooses 

a balanced life in which education coexists with 

respect for indigenous traditions. 

Bita Plant challenges conventional gender roles. She 

exercises intellectual independence and refuses to 

allow others to determine her future. Her decisions 

regarding education, marriage, and identity illustrate 

female agency within a patriarchal colonial society.  

McKay portrays women as capable of independent 

moral judgment rather than passive obedience. 

 

The village itself symbolizes cultural roots, 

belonging, and indigenous identity. It represents a 

space where Jamaican traditions continue to flourish 

despite colonial influence. Returning to Banana 

Bottom signifies Bita’s psychological homecoming.  

The Jamaican landscape functions as a symbol of 

freedom, vitality, and authenticity. McKay’s detailed 

descriptions of mountains, rivers, forests, and tropical 

vegetation celebrate the beauty of the Caribbean 

environment. Nature contrasts sharply with the 

artificial constraints imposed by colonial civilization. 

Education symbolizes both empowerment and 

alienation. While knowledge expands Bita’s 

understanding of the world, colonial education also 

attempts to distance her from her own people. McKay 

transforms education into a symbol of internal 

conflict.   

McKay employs third-person narration enriched by 

vivid descriptive passages and psychological insight. 

His narrative combines realism with lyrical prose, 

creating an engaging portrayal of Jamaican life.  

Dialogue plays an important role in revealing 

character and cultural diversity. McKay frequently 

incorporates Jamaican dialect, giving authenticity to 

local speech while preserving the rhythms of 

Caribbean oral tradition.  The novel also 

demonstrates careful structural balance. Bita’s 

movement from village to missionary household and 

back again reflects the cyclical pattern of departure, 

education, conflict, and return.   

McKay’s prose is distinguished by clarity, elegance, 

and poetic richness. His descriptions of the Jamaican 

countryside display exceptional sensitivity to natural 

beauty.  One of the novel’s greatest strengths is its 

incorporation of Jamaican Creole alongside Standard 

English. This linguistic diversity reflects the 

multicultural reality of colonial Jamaica. McKay 

elevates local speech to literary dignity, challenging 

assumptions about linguistic hierarchy. 

Humor, irony, and satire frequently appear 

throughout the novel. McKay gently mocks colonial 

pretensions while expressing deep sympathy for 

ordinary villagers.  Banana Bottom anticipates many 

ideas later developed by postcolonial theorists. The 

novel questions the cultural superiority claimed by 

colonial powers and celebrates indigenous identity. 

Bita’s rejection of imposed European values 

represents psychological decolonization.  The text 

illustrates concepts such as cultural hybridity, identity 

formation, resistance, and decolonization. Rather than 

portraying Europe as the universal standard of 

civilization, McKay demonstrates that every culture 

possesses intrinsic worth.  The novel has influenced 

generations of Caribbean writers who explore similar 

themes of displacement, cultural memory, and 

national identity. 

Critics have praised Banana Bottom for its mature 

artistic vision and balanced treatment of colonial 

society. Unlike simplistic political novels, McKay 

avoids reducing characters to ideological symbols. 

Even the missionaries possess genuine human 

qualities despite their cultural limitations.  Scholars 

have admired the novel’s realistic portrayal of 

Jamaican rural life, its sympathetic female 

protagonist, and its nuanced exploration of cultural 

conflict. The work successfully combines social 

criticism with psychological depth and aesthetic 

beauty.  Modern readers appreciate the novel’s 

continuing relevance in discussions of globalization, 

multiculturalism, cultural identity, and postcolonial 

nationalism. 

Although written nearly a century ago, Banana 

Bottom remains remarkably relevant. Many societies 
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continue to experience tensions between 

globalization and local traditions. Questions about 

cultural identity, language, education, and national 

heritage remain central in postcolonial nations.  

Bita’s struggle resembles the experiences of many 

young people educated within global systems while 

seeking to preserve their cultural roots. The novel 

encourages readers to value diversity rather than 

cultural uniformity.  Its message also resonates with 

debates surrounding women’s autonomy, educational 

reform, religious tolerance, and respect for 

indigenous cultures. 

Claude McKay’s Banana Bottom stands as a 

landmark achievement in Caribbean and postcolonial 

literature. Through the compelling journey of Bita 

Plant, the novel examines the complex relationship 

between colonial education and cultural identity. 

McKay exposes the limitations of imperial ideology 

while celebrating the resilience, dignity, and richness 

of Jamaican life. 

The novel argues that genuine civilization does not 

consist in abandoning one’s heritage but in 

understanding and appreciating it. Bita’s decision to 

embrace her community symbolizes the triumph of 

self-knowledge over cultural imitation. McKay’s 

vivid characterization, lyrical descriptions, realistic 

dialogue, and profound social insight combine to 

create a work of enduring literary value. 

Ultimately, Banana Bottom affirms that true freedom 

begins with the recognition of one’s own cultural 

identity. It remains an inspiring testament to the 

power of self-discovery, cultural pride, and human 

dignity, securing its place as one of the most 

significant novels in twentieth-century English 

literature. 
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