www.ijcrt.org © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 5 May 2025 | ISSN: 2320-2882

IJCRT.ORG ISSN : 2320-2882

APy INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF CREATIVE
@a% RESEARCH THOUGHTS (1JCRT)

An International Open Access, Peer-reviewed, Refereed Journal

Sermon Supremacy And The Colonial
Aftermaths: A Critical Analysis Of Marlon
James’s John Crow’s Devil

Basharat Hussain
Research scholar Rabindranath Tagore University Bhopal (M.P)
Dr. Shabina Khan
Associate Professor Department of English Rabindranath Tagore University Bhopal (M.P)
Abstract

This research paper examines Marlon James’s debut novel John Crow’s Devil (2005) through a postcolonial
and psycho-spiritual lens. The novel, set in 1950s rural Jamaica, presents a symbolic clash between religious
ideologies, masculine power structures, and the lingering traumas of colonialism. By deploying elements of
magical realism, biblical allegory, and gothic horror, James constructs a narrative that critiques
authoritarianism and explores the cyclical nature of violence within oppressed societies. This paper
investigates the novel’s key themes, historical context, character dynamics, and stylistic innovations to

understand its commentary on religion, memory, and cultural identity.

1. Introduction Marlon James’s John Crow’s Devil presents a harrowing vision of a Jamaican village haunted
by spiritual and historical unrest. The novel explores the ideological and physical conflict between two
preachers: Hector Bligh, the drunken and ineffective Rum Preacher, and Apostle York, a violent, theocratic
purist. Through this conflict, James critiques the dangerous allure of religious extremism, the repression of
female agency, and the lingering effects of colonial rule. As his debut novel, John Crow’s Devil introduces

the literary style and thematic concerns that James would later expand upon in his acclaimed works.

2. Historical and Cultural Context Set in 1957, five years before Jamaica's independence, the novel is steeped
in the complexities of a postcolonial society grappling with identity and spiritual inheritance. The colonial
legacy, marked by slavery, Christian indoctrination, and patriarchal structures, informs the village's cultural
and moral fabric. The use of Christian rhetoric and symbols throughout the narrative reflects the
pervasiveness of colonial religion, while the presence of indigenous spiritual practices and supernatural

phenomena point to the suppressed Afro-Caribbean traditions.
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3. Thematic Analysis

3.1 Religious Extremism and Authoritarianism Apostle York's arrival signifies the rise of a militant religious
order that quickly takes hold of Gibbeah. He enforces rigid moral codes, publicly punishes dissenters, and
reshapes the church into a theater of fear. York's dominance represents how charismatic leaders can
weaponize religion to control and dehumanize communities. Bligh's eventual resurrection and confrontation

with York suggest a spiritual and moral reckoning, highlighting the perils of unchecked power.

3.2 Gender and Misogyny Women in John Crow’s Devil are often subjected to violence, both physical and
symbolic. Widow Greenfield, one of the few autonomous female characters, becomes a maternal figure and
protector. Her home offers sanctuary, and her emotional intelligence contrasts sharply with the destructive
masculinity embodied by York. James exposes how patriarchal religious structures silence women, treating

them as moral scapegoats or objects of redemption.

3.3 Postcolonial Trauma and Memory The supernatural elements in the novel—visions, dreams, and
miraculous events—serve as manifestations of repressed trauma. The village of Gibbeah itself is a site of
historical amnesia, where slavery, violence, and repression remain unacknowledged. The narrative structure,

nonlinear and often hallucinatory, reflects the fractured nature of postcolonial memory.

4. Narrative Technique and Style James's prose blends lyrical description with brutal realism. His use of
magical realism and gothic tropes—such as resurrections, hauntings, and grotesque violence—positions the
novel within the tradition of Caribbean literature that challenges Western narrative conventions. The
symbolic use of the John Crow (a Jamaican term for a vulture) underscores themes of death, judgment, and
spiritual decay. The omniscient narrator shifts perspectives frequently, emphasizing the communal dimension

of trauma and judgment.

5. Symbolism and Allegory The battle between Bligh and York is not merely a personal vendetta but a cosmic
struggle for the soul of a community. York’s name, evoking both "New York" and British heritage, hints at
imperial power, while Bligh's name recalls Captain William Bligh of the Bounty, a historical figure associated
with mutiny and authority. The church becomes a crucible for social and spiritual rebirth, ultimately burned

and rebuilt, symbolizing the possibility of transformation.

6. Conclusion John Crow’s Devil is a searing indictment of religious tyranny, patriarchal oppression, and
colonial legacy. Through its complex characters, haunting symbolism, and fusion of genres, the novel
confronts the deep scars left by history and the dangers of moral absolutism. Marlon James offers no easy
resolutions but instead invites readers to reckon with the ghosts of the past that continue to shape Caribbean

identity.

IJCRT25A5320 | International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org | 1601


http://www.ijcrt.org/

www.ijcrt.org © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 5 May 2025 | ISSN: 2320-2882

Works Cited

James, Marlon. John Crow’s Devil. Akashic Books, 2005.

Fanon, Frantz. The Wretched of the Earth. Grove Press, 1963.

Walcott, Derek. "The Muse of History." What the Twilight Says, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1998.

Loichot, Valérie. Orphan Narratives: The Postplantation Literature of Faulkner, Glissant, Morrison, and

Saint-John Perse. University of Virginia Press, 2007.

Cooper, Carolyn. Noises in the Blood: Orality, Gender, and the "Vulgar" Body of Jamaican Popular Culture.
Duke University Press, 1995.

IJCRT25A5320 | International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org | 1602


http://www.ijcrt.org/

