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In his 1929 novel Banjo, McKay continues his essential search for a black utopia and epicenter 

of black diasporic life in what noted Martiniquan poet and founder of the Négritude movement, 

Aimé Césaire, once identified as “one of the first works in which an author spoke of the Negro 

and gave him a certain literary dignity” (71). As “easily the most political novel of the Harlem 

Renaissance” (49) to Singh, it seems to take up where Home to Harlem previously left off, 

incorporating the pervasive editorializing and socio-cultural critique of “Color Scheme” while 

working to resolve the dilemma of black identity encountered by the perpetual vagabond figure, 

Ray. Though a pseudo secondary character in both works, Ray proves vital to McKay’s artistic 

exploration of his own ideological growth. Not at home in Harlem, Ray ultimately finds himself 

wandering along the beaches of Marseilles, specifically the Ditch as it is referred to in the 

novel—what Singh considers “a microcosm where all human colors and shades come together in 

a continual celebrating and contesting of their instinct to live” (48). It is here, within the 

supposed dregs of society, within the simultaneous process of celebrating and contesting that 

McKay offers another psycho-social site for exploration. Here, McKay introduces the expatriate 

site as a way to look at the African-American condition and to show what Michael B. Stoff 

considers “progress[ion] from a confused uneasiness with American life to a coherent 

denunciation of western civilization”—a shift in ideology that slowly enables McKay “to move 

toward a [viable] resolution to the quandary of the black intellectual” (135). This paper will 

examine the dialogue that McKay establishes in Banjo between Africa and the African diaspora 

through the intellectual and cultural exchange that occurs within the novel at the port city of 

Marseilles. Through the interactions between Banjo and Ray, McKay is able to promote an 

essentially transnationalist ideology—the interplay of ideas and peoples across the diaspora as a 

potential site for the black utopia he desperately seeks, this time far away from his celebrated 

home in Harlem.  
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