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Preface

Absence of a political enquiry into the Rastafari of the Caribbean has always
been an uncomfortable gap in the record of the Caribbean revolution. Now
Horace Campbell has made a big step towards the filling of that gap. This is not
to suggest that Caribbean writers and thinkers (we should not confuse the two
groups) have not done much investigation of the Rastafari way of life with all the
clarity and depth which their areas of investigation permitted them; some have
also ventured into the political dominion.

Campbell has many of the qualifications for the task he has undertaken. He
has been struggling for some years to apply the scientific theory of society to the
reality of African and Caribbean politics, and in the process has avoided the
creation of false zods. When I first met him in Trinago in 1976, he said that he
was a Marxist and that his mentors were Rodney, Fanon and Cabral. Readers of
this work should welcome this attitude, because it is a clear indication of
hostility to all forms of political and cultural dependence.

The formal emancipation of the African slaves in the Caribbean took place
late in the first half of the 18th century. From that time there began a
totalitarian assault on the African psyche, with similar aims to those of the
various bondages imposed during the period of slavery. Some of the education
was necessary to fit the African-Caribbean masses into the peculiar level of
technology and the mode of production then ruling in the region.

The ignorance of the ruling classes, and their need for social control,
produced a culture that filled the masses with self-contempt (Martin Carter).
The splitting up of the free populations into classes more sharply divided than
those of the slave period, and the introduction of immigrant labour from Asia,
Africa and Europe robbed the masses in general of that self-confidence which is
necessary before a people takes its destiny into its own hands. This is why the
Caribbean has never resounded with anything similar to “Asia for the Asians”
and “Africa for the Africans”, regardless of the short-term nature of that
nationalism.

Partly because of processes of this nature, and partly because of the uneven
development of the integration process, the African presence has always had to
find periodically a new mode of self-expression and self-proclamation from
slavery until now. Experts in this area of study should review this claim. The
need was not at all confined to African descendants. The Indian independence
movement of the 1940s had a remarkable effect on the mass of the Indian
population of the Caribbean. Movements with religious emphasis, or of
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religious reform, in India have also moved up the waters of the Caribbean.

What is it then that determines whether the dominant mode of expression
argued above takes one form or another: bush negro villages, Maroons,
liberated areas, Jordanites, Rastafari, Pocomania, Cumina, Spiritual Baptist,
Islam? This is determined by the existing production relations and also by the
place of the actors within those relations.

Campbell’s book is thrice welcome because it deals with the historical, the
Political and the subjective levels of Rastafari. An individual crank here or there
in any society can be ignored; a mass movement must be accounted for, as far as
we are able to account for it.

The practising Rasta is a man of astonishing presence. In this country,
Guyana, where the movement is perhaps weakest and most misrepresented, or
in Trinago, the Rasta is typically male. He is a public figure, a picture of self-
confidence and self-assurance. He is quick-witted and philosophical, flaunting
his striking simplicity and peculiarity of dress in the face of cosmopolitan
pretensions of Babylonian fashion. He exudes love. His conversation is lively
verse. His replies are razor-sharp repartee. His world outlook is a duality of the
material and the spiritual, the positive and the negative. His religious aspiration
is total absorption into the being of Jah, to be achieved by contemplation and
meditation.

‘The Rastafari faith, or even early liberation theology, has not escaped the
dilemma which each of the great religions, especially Hinduism and Christian-
ity, has set itself — the conflict between faith and works, contemplation and
action. The fact that this very conflict now grips the soul of the Rastafari, in
relation to politics, is not a sign of collapse but of maturity. So it is that there are
differences of opinion among the Rasta, whether it is their work to storm the
earthly kingdom and take it in order to change it; or to explain if, to enquire
more deeply into the Maker and his mysteries; or to engage in both warfares.

The statement that the renaissance movements are determined in form by the
production relations is not a mere phrase. Nor is the social need for rebirth an
idle invention. Those who most consistently see it as an idle invention are
precisely those whose education affords them the chance to learn the most about
the slave experience.

Because the trampling of the sense of Africa was conducted with so much
brutality during the course of slavery, and with so much ignorance, dishonesty
#nd insensitivity after it, andwbecause the institutions of propaganda which were
raised up were so thorough and unrepresentative, every now and then Africans
. in the Diaspora have been gripped with the need to hold the old banner aloft.
This need has been expressed in various forms and under the inspiration of
various ideas.

At one period it is the “bush negro” movement or the Maroon version of the
strategy of liberated areas, in which ideas of traditional religion and culture are
mingled with ideas of state formation. Production relations at other times have

taken the form of full-scale rebellion or revolution. At other times only pockets
w
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of conscious persons, with more interest in the spiritual than the physical, have
been ready for the break with oppressive society. At later stages the main
movement for self-expression has become more or less merged with the general
movement of the whole population and no longer has race-worthiness as a major
quest. As for the ideology of these movements, they have in various places,
without comment on their quality, been inspired by traditional African
religion, by Judaism and Christianity, by Islam, and they have produced the
Jordanites, the Shakers, the Pocomania, the Cumina and the Rastafari.

The production relations determine the general form of the movement,
because it is the social relations of production that will determine at any given
moment the extent to which seizeable land is available, the extent to which it is
possible to opt out of the market, set up a counter-market, and the extent to
which formal schooling is an everyday need of the rebels.

Rastafari who wish to withdraw from the market and set up their own
communities on the land are finding more and more that the modern state
regards land not as a free gift of nature, but as an unfree grant of the state. This
is what is meant by the statement that the forms of expression of the African
presence are determined, at least in part, by the production relations of the day.

Campbell’s concern is that many students of Rastafari see the movement as
merely looking forward to a golden age. This is also the view of many in the
ranks of the movement. In most of the great religions the majority of the faithful
are content with the religious tenets of the faith, while an active group (often an
influential minority) sees the social relations as an obstacle in the way of their
dreams about a reformed humanity. Thus, while praying for all the necessary
help, they work directly in the area of social relations. The two outlooks merge
happily in the declaration of an early Christian saint, “I pray with my hands”.

There are two problems facing the Rastafari community to which the public
relations services of the movement and its allies need to give urgent attention.
The first is the stubborn belief among sections of the public that the Rastaman is
a criminal, and a violent one at that. Often this is a problem of the environment
rather than of the Rasta themselves. Because Rasta is a dynamic lifestyle, and
perhaps the only prestige-giving one within reach of the very poor, many of
those already recruited into crime are attracted to it, just as daily in the courts of
law we find accused offenders swearing on the holy books of Christianity, Islam
and Hinduism, without casting the least slander on these religions. From the
Rasta lifestyle, the poor wretches get attention and some esteem. They can use it
as a weapon against any disparaging attack on a tainted past. Many offenders in
prison may sincerely be converted: the brethren there may show others the
light.

One case which slipped through the censors of the Guyana Broadcasting
Corporation on a feature programme showed a clear link between crime and
social policy. The programme featured a young offender who talked fluent
Rasta language throughout the interview. He said that he had deserted his life of
crime and hustle, and turned trader. However, the young woman Mayor of

e
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Georgetown began to clear the pavements of traders in the interest of good order
and a better Guyana. The offender said that because of this policy he was forced
to stop trading and start hustling again.

Part of the problem is the other prospect offered to the Rasta by members of
the establishment in various countries. These members are willing to let the
Rastaman be; but only as a sort of agent and appendage to them as principals.
The marijuana traffic, from the information at our disposal, is based on this
kind of accommodation. The agent in the sub-culture is offered the prospect of
earning money for his vital share in the traffic, but he must be prepared, at
moments of public outcry, to “take a rap” and spend short periods in jail. At
worst he comes out as a self-confessed recidivist, with ideas of earning money
while he is out. At best he is able to step out of the ranks and join the ranks of a
new petty bourgeoisie of the outcast in the slums.

The big question raised in this book is the role of the Rastafari in the
Caribbean revolution. It is not an easy question. Yet it is a quest which is central
to the movement against oppression in the Caribbean. It is so mainly because
the Rastafari culture is perhaps the most influential cultural movement in the
Caribbean today, in spite of the fact that many claiming to be Rastas in several
places do all they can to discredit the movement. Wide cross-sections of the
youth of various races are captivated by the style of the Rasta and in many cases
by the bold thoughts and aspirations of the Rasta religion, by its thorough-going
reclassification and redefinition of a life which wide sections of the society find
unbearable and full of hyprocrisy. '

The placing of the stamp of Babylon on the whole of official society and the
wide acceptance of this description is one of the landmark achievements of the
Caribbean revolution. The more it is seriously accepted, the more the culture
divides into two poles of authority: a necessary forerunner to any long-term
revolutionary objectives. Those members of the society who do not accept or
embrace the dress, or need the religious ideas, accept the language; those who
do not accept the language with the movement’s redefinition &F the order of
things, accept the music. In fact, such is the power of art that Bob Marley’s
music has done more to popularise the real issues of the African liberation
movement than several decades of backbreaking work of Pan-Africanists and
international revolutionaries.

It is also relevant, as said before, that the mass of the practising Rastafari — as
it was also with early Christianity — comes from among the most oppressed
sections of the working population. The unemployed, the social outcasts from
official society, and school drop-outs are all adrift. They see in Rasta life a way
of being, a system or order, all giving dignity to the individual, not conformist
dignity but an exciting anti-customary dignity.

It is no wonder that the style in whole or in part is assumed, sometimes
internally, but often only externally, by wide sections of the oppressed and their
allies in the Caribbean. Among these converts are included those who live by the
hustle. They too yearn for dignity and they find it in Rasta. So it is that in many

-
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communities the people see Rasta as a cri;ninal sect. It is this wide appeal, w%h
due respect to the anti-Rastas in our mldst, which makes the movem;ant the
formidable political force that it is, orgar}xsgd at the level 'of the sub-cu t{;re.

My own impression is that the Rastafari disdain to organise in the forma lyv_aysl
of a political party for political ends; that those Rastafan. who become politica
activists are as effective as any other; that the Rastafari are not a party, tha}
basically they shrink from the exercise of power over others, alth_ough many o
them talk about a single power in the world. Yet it is the Rastafari who are most
fitted to endure the trials and tribulations of a revoluuonary process. "

Perhaps the greatest single contribution of the Rastafari is at the leveal_o
consciousness, if I may use this term in thn_e mMOSL COMMON Sense. By succeed 1gg
in branding the existing regimes and existing orders as 111eg1t1m£aitle, anf y
winning mass support for this view even among persons who outwardly conform
to the establishment culture, the Rastafari have' made and are making an
outstanding contribution to the Caribbean revolution.

Eusi Kwayana, Georgetown, Guyana — 1982
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Introduction

“Rastafari has extended from a small and formerly undesirable cult into a
dominant force which influences all levels of national life; and it has done
so against formidable odds, political harassment and general condem~
nation. The Rastafari has dramatised the question that has always been
uncomfortable in Caribbean history, and the question is where you stand
in relation 1o blackness.”

George Lamming, 1980

In his commentary on the Rastafari, George Lamming joined the ranks of those
members of the Caribbean community who correctly noted that the Rastafari
movement carried with it a certain continuity from the days of slavery, a
continuity of resistance and confrontation with white racism.' The Rastafari
movement, in all its contemporary manifestations, challenges not only the
Caribbean but the entire Western World to come to terms with the history of
slavery, the reality of white racism and the permanent thrust for dignity and
self-respect by black people. The racial consciousness which was stamped
yesterday in the Universal Negro Improvement Association, and which is today
encrusted in the locks and beards of the Rastafari, stands as a potent force in the
struggle for justice.

Race consciousness remains an integral part of the class consciousness of
African peoples as long as Euro-American culture seeks to harmonise the
economic and political domination of black peoples with attempts at destroying
their cultural personality. Such a harmonising project of dehumanisation started
in the era of the slave trade, when the day-to-day atrocities were unified by a
cultural assault — whether French, Dutch, Spanish, Portuguese or British — to
impose European ideas and values on the dominated Africans.

In the face of cultural resistance — manifest in religious practices, the
preservation of African languages, African medicinal and healing crafts, and
musical forms of communication — and open slave revolts, the slavers deepened
their racist theories, building upon the original biblical justification for racial
inferiority with the kind of pseudo-science which led to the theories of Arthur
Jensen (that black people were genetically inferior to white people).

This study of the Rastafari spans the past fifty years, properly linking the
emergence of Rasta to the roots of resistance to slavery. A recourse to the world
of slavery, where the cultural and spiritual expressions of the slaves were
preludes to armed revolts, begins in the analysis of resistance, centralising the
role of religion among the slaves and their children, highlighting the importance
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of religious lgaders such as Sam Sharpe and Paul Bogle.

Bogle’s strident defence of the black poor, the Morant Bay Rebellion and the
song ‘Colopr for Colour’ laid the foundations for the development of Garveyism
in t_he society. The incomplete crystallisation of the Jamaican working class
tl?elr dispersal by capital to Central and North America, the deformed raciai
hmrarchy of .whites, mulattoes and blacks, provided the background for the
1dqas of African redemption and deliverance which were to be so clearl
articul;.itv:ed by Marcus Garvey. The convergence of the heritage of the l\ﬁaroonsy
the religious movement — called Ethiopianism — and the emergent Pan-Africaxi
movement which culminated in the U.N.I.A., were some of the forces which
mfﬁged ;n the formation called Rastafari.

asta arians in Jamaica today see themselves as the i 1
Garveyism. One Rastafari expressed this fact in the followirclznr;jg;ir:hmrs o

“Many say G_amey is dead, yet it is clear that I and I sons of Marcus
Garvey are st_zll here making his philosophies a reality in 1980. Garvey
was ghe undisputed champion of the black race, of the poor, of the
working class. and the downpressed. For this he was vigorously op}_aosed in
the lqnd of kzs'bmh - .. L and I have been safeguarding Garvey’s work
for fifty vears in an attempt to keep the predicted bloodshed within limits
and 1o help the successors of Father Manley and Busta to solve the host of

problems they take on their heads when they assume political power in
Famaica.”

Here I. ]abulgri Tafari was pointing to the role of the Rastas in the political life
pf th'e. ]amaman society; and it is the continuity in the assertive racial
1dent1f1qatlpn pf Garvey and the Rastafari which is the main thrust of this stud
The lll.'IllEE}tiOIlS of the all-class racial appeal of Garveyism were to emerge fn
the Ras_tafar; movement, and nowhere clearer than when in 1980 a ‘white’ lgasta
formanop joined the white ruling class of Jamaica in quoting the anti-
communist statements of Garvey during the 1980 electoral struggle. The
problems (_)f the racial divisions of the society are elaborated within the crlmtext
of the Capltal‘lSF depression of the thirties, which fed to the massive revolt of
1938. The origins and growth of the Rastafari movement are explored against
the background of the social conditions of colonial Jamaica, which led some of
the rurql poor to reject the British overlordship by identifying positively with
the E.thloplan monarch, Haile Selassie. o
Thls_ analysis of the Rastafari is developed to show the identification with
Eth1o_pla as a profound response to the racial repression of capitalism. Rural
]amau;ans were only one section of the black world which welcom.ed the
crowning of this African King in an independent African Kingdom. This
welcome had been preceded for a hundred years previously by amEtHio ian
MO'\_fen_lent which took the words of the Psalms — “Princes come out of E . t
Eth1op1a stret_ches forth her hands unto God” - to mean that Ethiopia \5(3)?1}1(3
literally help in the emancipation of all blacks. Rastafari, who proclaimed that

s
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Haile Selassie was the King of Kings and Lord of Lords, was taking the
Ethiopian Movement one step further by centralising the person of Haile
Selassie as the vehicle of liberation.

That the first Rastafarians were not madmen was clear to the society when
both Rastas and non-Rastas raised their voices against the Italian invasion of
Abyssinia in 1935, Leonard Howell, and those who sang that ““The Lion of
Judah shall break every chain and bring us victory again and again”, found an
international outlet for their ideas through the Ethiopian World Federation.
The first doctrines of this young movement were linked, in this analysis of the
Rastafari, to the writings of the Voice of Ethiopia (the widely circulated paper of
the E.W.F.) to further underline the assertion that the ideas expressed by black
Jamaicans that Haile Selassie was King of Kings (Ras over Rasses) was no mere
millenarian escapism. The question which could be posed is: What made
Jamaicans who positively identified with Haile Selassie millenarian, and those
who identified with the images of the British King well-adjusted? The answer to
this question is explored in the context of the idealism of the society.

The effects of this idealism could clearly be seen after the 1938 revolt, when
the ideas of the Rastafari could not carry the sufferers forward. After the 1938
uprising, the working people of Jamaica were willing to downplay the strength
of racial identification to accept the ‘brown man leadership’ of the fledgling two-
party system. This compromise was a holding action which the working people
accepted in order to oust the British overlords from the politico-constitutional
sphere. )

The continued wretchedness of the poor, the incipient political violence
which was becoming a part of the political culture, and the leaderism and
competition of the two-party system, had a debilitating effect on the unity and
purpose of the working people. Membership of the Rasta groups increased in
the fifties, accompanied by a strident call for repatriation, a call issued in protest
against the massive population movement of the society. For between 1943 and
1970 the biggest movement of the population took place since the time of
slavery, when over 560,000 rural Jamaicans were uprooted from their provision
grounds by the bauxite tractors and earthmovers.

Herein lay the roots for the growth of the Rastafari movement inside Jamaica
in the fifties. Because of the range of influences — Garveyism, anti-slavery
resistance, Nyabingi, Ethiopianism — which came to bear on the growth of the
movement, this study seeks to illuminate the elements which were paramount
and does not seek to recount the history of Jamaica in this period. The richness
of the pre-World War II struggles is captured by Ken Post in his book Arise Ye
Starvelings; but the work has the limitations of representing the sufferers as
Quashie and the Rasta as millenarian. Post’s use of this formulation showed how
pervasive the stamp of millenarianism had become. Both Marxists and non-
Marxists took similar attitudes to this new force among the black poor of
Jamaica, leaving behind a barrage of studies which have helped to create an
image of the Rastafarians as ‘escapists’.
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Amﬂgar Cabra}’s notion of culture and resistance provides the theoretical
foundation for Fh1s study in an attempt to bring a new approach to the anal sai1
of the Rastafari. This African freedom fighter, who struggled for the hi gesi
form of cultural liberation, captured the essence of cultural resistance ig th

process of armed struggle against Portuguese colonialism, observing that: ‘

“The wvalue of culture as an element of resistance to foreign domination
lies in the fact that culture is the vigorous manifestation of the ideological
plane of the physwal and historical reality of the society that is doming;red
or 1o be dominated. Culture is simulianeously the fruit of a people’s
h;story, by the positive or negative influence which it exerts on the
evolution of the relationship between man and his environment, among
men or groups of men within a society, as well as different s,ocz'eries

Ignorance of this fact may explain the failure of several attempis a.t

oretgn d()?ﬂlndtiﬂn — as well as tne Giliu e Of §
! f f ome ltbe] alion

Thf:: resistance of the Rastafari to the neo-colonial society of Jamaica is
examined against the background of positive and negative influences which th;s
movement has exerted on Jamaican and Caribbean society. The rejection of th
:ﬁperstructural z.fnalysis qf locks, beard and the chillum pipe is an effort to gras;en
th: pﬁ";);:;sfsa?ind ’I}}cll(e):siz \:tl'l);lgi'l led lfl(.) tglehdevelljopment of the particular symbols of
: es which have been preoccupi i
phenomenon of iqcks, beard and the divinitypof Haille):legel‘:;;ﬁ: Teepf;st:;?a:
particular quld view, a view which supported the existing social order This
much waiewd'en_t from the first major study of the Rastafari in 196A0 whiéh was
seen as a palhatlve to an explosive situation”. The first Report on rk:e Rastafari
published in 1960, set the agenda for future distortions of the Pinnacl’
settlement. 'Further research on the growth and the development of thz
Rastafan.wﬂl 1_1e1p to correct some of the distortions, especially when th
research is carried out from a perspective which is not ajnti-people{ )
Eff'orts t(_)wards control of the Rastafari ranged from the ideol(;gicai to th
coercive, W}th the use of the Dangerous Drugs Law as the most prominent Ae
the ideological level, the incorporation of the Ethiopian Orthodox Churchs;;ts t
Church of Stgte, subsequent to the visit of Haile Selassie to Jamaica in 19662l
shov'ved the failure of outright police harassment. It was not possible to kee ri
cutting the locks‘ gf the Rastamen and putting them behind bars; thuspttl)w.
sociology of ‘political cultism’ was taken off the library shelf to ’see if he
movement could be iso!ated into the realm of an obscure ‘sect’. But :h:
Egzzggﬁ lf:i?ﬁ ()trllleg€0w1ng. The1 orifginal spate of studies which sta.mped the

escapist cult o outcasts’ failed to i i
spread of the culture inside Jamaica, in the Eng]ish—spealz?;pgla(llr;rgggezlaszgg
>

ultimately as the most dynamic force i i i i
o wraly sy among the children of black immigrants in
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There is no doubt that whatever the limitations of the cultural pluralist
analysis, the emphasis on locks, ganja and Haile Selassie in this literature has
had an impact on the development of the ideas of the movement. One only has
to read the writings of the Rastafari in the fifties and the present organs of some
Rastafari, such as the Voice of Rasta, to see the results of bourgeois sociology
and anthropology.

Another of the original distortions of the movement which has gained
currency is the stamp of criminality on the movement. From the original police
harassment in the hills of Sligoville to the British police attitude towards the
‘criminalised dreadlocks subculture’, the ideas of those works which linked
ganja to crime has given sustenance to State violence against the Rastafari.
Rastafari confrontation with the State over the usage of ganja is examined to
show the folly of the attempt to outlaw a popular custom, viz., the smoking of
the chillum pipe.

However, as in all aspects of Rasta life, the dialectic of the positive and
negative emerges in the form of the Coptics and the international trade in ganja.
Similarities can be drawn between the takeover of the kola-nut trade in West
Africa by the Afro-Portuguese in the era of the slave trade, and the intervention
of the Ethiopian Zion Coptic Church in the new circuit of capitalist trade in
ganja. The sophisticated methods of transport, procurement and harvesting of
the Ethiopian Zion Coptic Church are a far cry from the original system of small
farmers planting the weed as a crop to provide additional income. But, because
the State has systematically used the Dangerous Drugs Law against the
Rastafari, imperialism hoped 0 bind the brethren in a united bond with the
Coptics, who wanted the weed legalised as a ‘holy sacrament’.

The boast of the Ethiopian 7ion Coptic Church in 1980 that “ganja saved
Jamaica from Communism” raises further questions on the purpose of this
‘white Rasta’ formation which emanated from Star Island, Florida. The
experiment in subversion by a pseudo-popular group had been duplicated in the
other regions of the Caribbean, with the opposition elements in Grenada
attempting to bind Rastafarians into supporting their international trading
activities. From Handsworth, Birmingham, 10 St. Thomas, Jamaica; from the
Turks and Caicos Islands to Soweto, imperialism has used the trade in this
commodity to lure young blacks into the commodity fetishism of the capitalist
order. Inside Jamaica the trade in ganja in the early sixties had provided the
surpluses necessary for the growth of a lumpen stratum which was part of the
ganja/gun/crime complex.

The Rastafari who had rejected the two-party competition were not aloof
from the political struggles of the society. Instead of becoming pawns in the
political game they used the medium of the Rasta song — reggae — 10 mobilise the
people. Despite the promotion of religious forms, despite the distortions by the
media and the infiltration of the ranks by lumpens {(who wore locks), the
Rastafari had begun to promote the cultural and musical forms in the search for
a popular culture. Ras Daniel Hartman’s depiction of the Rasta — as a lion-
hearted man — complemented Count Ossie’s use of the drum to fashion and
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deepen the music as a tool of icati
I communication, an i
a1 S ,» and become the Rastafari form of
In s_malysmg the cglture of resilstance, called reggae, it becomes clear that the
g{()nscmu_s efforts to internationalise this music stemmed from the fact that the
: I;fastafar_lans undersjtood tha}t in the neo-colonial society of Jamaica it was only
. e attalrkllment pf International recognition which would lead the music to
W(;csntle tk e lx_zms;c of Jamaica. Bob Marley, Jimmy CIiff and other reggae artists
i’ ook the music of the poor around the world were in the process of
F}{S Lllclll?g their music to contribute to a new anti-imperialist culture. Mastering
def's $ arclldltect}nof_ogy of moderq communication, the Rastafari song of
. lance and inspiration took root in the world, spreading the anti-racist
CocFrli}es of the Jamaican movement o the Eastern Caribbean, and to the
ap1t_'r}115t metropg[es. .Bob Marley’s intervention on the side of the Zimbabwean
(g:zgggrzi,i and hlS hlllstc(;rlc :LpFearance at the Zimbabwean Independence
ons, signalled a shift in emphasis of the
I ] : 1 ‘ movement from the
gget?fﬁ:patigrg Wlth II;Ialle S;lasme and Ethiopia to the battles for liberation in
rn Africa. Peter Tosh, who as a
: ‘ sh, youth had been arrested for
gemonstratmg against Ian Smith in Jamaica, simply put the words to song in
We Must Fight Against Apartheid”. ¢
exgrl‘:; sifta\iir‘l ﬁong - ;eggelae — was the highest form of self-expression, an
ich was simultaneously an act of social com
' ] I : mentary and a
;I:?:I;festa}loxﬁ of deep ra{:ial. memory. This memory had been kept aIiVZ: by the
Al pﬁ of the Rasta to bu.ﬂd upon the foundations of the Jamaican language
h their own conmbutlo_n, called Rasta talk. The question of cultural
;giﬁtggﬁi ;OUJdlfl(zit ‘be[ ?xagmeg simply within the context of music, since the
— called 1tal food - the language, and efforts at ¢ i
ommunal practices
fffére as much a part of the rasta culture as the song of mobilisation wliljich said
et Up, Stand Up, Stand Up For Your Rights”
3 & ’
. Eﬁiﬁzeirnllc;ﬁ:nsy sl Grl“]r)undmglsl are a‘nalysed as part of the positive experience of
ctual who sought to “attach himself to the activi
g : ity of the black
fmo.exssesf .hRodney h.ad perceived correctly that the Rastafari were “the leading
: r:clebo ht_ € expression of blgck consciousness in the Caribbean”, but he did not
;;zlv ehind .the movement; instead he brought his trainifig as a historian to the
Haﬂ:nslglms, in aHn_effort to hftf tl(;e movement beyond the myths of Ethiopia and
assie. His exercise of Groundings, his clear identi i 1
s tification with the m
oppressed sections of the Caribbean peo i i o
: ple, were part of his awareness that th
- . . . e
’rﬁiolr; shofu[c_l be liberated from foreign domination to be really independent
bdieveadstaaa% \ntf)as f)g;dcor}ilpox;lent of the people’s right to their own history Hé
» as Labral did, that the return to history could ¢ i :
: only be achieved when
there was full development of the national productive forces. Cabral noted that:

(L3 & Y o s

The foundation of nauqnal liberation rests on the inalienable right of
ez;iery %eople o have fkezr_" own history; whatever formulations must be
adopted at the level of international law. The objective of national
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liberation is therefore to reclaim the right, usurped by imperialist
domination, namely: the liberation of the process of development of
national productive forces. Therefore, national liberation takes place
when and only when national productive forces are completely free of all
kinds of foreign domination. The lLiberation of productive forces and
consequently the ability to determine the mode of production most
appropriate to the evolution of the liberated people, necessarily opens up
new prospects for the cultural development of the society in question, by
returning to that society all its capacity 1o create progress.””

Walter Rodney, the Pan-African, Pan-Caribbean Marxist, saw within the
racial expressions of the Rastafari a possibility of assisting the region to free itself
from foreign domination. He was fully aware of the negative influences of the
movement, but he was sure that if the positive attributes could be harnessed,
without complexes and without underestimating the importance of the positive
contributions of other cultures, the Rastafari movement could be part of the
dynamic regeneration of the working people in their search for complete
freedom from imperialist domination. Rodney used the tools of historical
materialism to analyse the emergence of the Rasta, patiently pointing out to
them that there was an Africa of the villages, and that only a small minority lived
in Kingdoms.

The negative results of the question of race had put a brake on the unity of the
working people of the Caribbean, with the Trinidadian and Guyanese working
people burdened with racial insecurity. Rodney had grown up in a society where
the politicisation of race and the manipulation of African and Indian workers
had diverted the energies of the people. The spread of the Rastafari movement
to the Eastern Caribbean was to be a major test of whether a movement which
called for black dignity could manifest racial tolerance.

Conscious elements in the Eastern Caribbean identified the divisive racial
alignments at the political level as a negative factor, and were working for a non-
racial society, but those whose interest lay in exploiting the people would not
want the Rastafari to prosper, hence they were seen to be subversive. The
coercive legislation against the Dreads in Dominica, the discussion of the Rasta
in Trinidad after Stalin’s tribute to the Caribbean Man, and the subsequent role
of the Rastafari in the Grenadian revolution in 1979 were clear signs that the
Rastafari movement was destined to be part of a new Caribbean. Walter Rodney
recognised this fact, and in his work with the Working People’s Alliance of
Guyana called for the recognition of the nature of the Caribbean working class
which would necessitate the mobilisation of elements who were not at the point
of production. Underdevelopment had rendered more than 40% of the
population unemployed, and cosmetic measures such as ‘Special Works’ or

‘Crash Programmes’ could not deal with this fundamental problem of failure to
fully mobilise the productive capacity of the working people.

The urgency of the task of harnessing the full potential of the working people,
especially the Rastafari, became clear in the United Kingdom as the music of




Rasta and Resistance

reggae took hold of the children of the immigrants. The explosion of this
movement in the seventies confounded the social workers, leaving them to
wring their hands while the police used all the power of the State against the
youths who called themselves Rastafari. An elaborate system of social control
over these youths, which began in the ‘disruptive units’ of the schools and ended
for some in the Victorian prisons, was justified by State intellectuals who
branded the Rasta with the stamp of criminality.

Building upon the foundations of the distortions which had been embedded
in the first Report of the Rastafari Movement in Kingston, the Home Office and
the media moulded a popular conception that the Rastafari formed a
‘criminalised dreadlock culture’. British racism stared the Rastas in the face as a
doctoral dissertation was woven to link Rastas to murder. The ensuing book,
Rastaman by Ernest Cashmore, compared the Howell commune at Pinnacle to
the murderous Charles Manson cult of California. Such distortions of the
purpose of the Rasta call for more research and writing on the Rasta from a
perspective which examines the social conditions of society which produces
Rasta. More and more it is important that there is a need to study the
institutions which oppress the Rasta and other black working people, instead of
retracing the old ground broken by the first report in 1960.

It is inevitable that the Rastafari movement in Britain would be affected by
the level of ideological development in the capitalist metropoles. The virulent
white racism of the society and the befuddling of the working people with
national chauvinism led to the impoverishment of ideas in this crisis-ridden
capitalist centre. Caught in the society of militarists and racists, some of the
negative ideas of the Rastafari came to the fore, and these were to manifest
themselves in inter-personal relationships, with the Rasta women being
burdened with the view that “women could only see fari through their men”.
Some elements sought biblical justification for their actions, as they manifested
practices which were not particularly progressive.

Twice removed from their homeland in Africa and from their adopted home
in the Caribbean, the Rastafari, as a part of the black population of Europe,
yearned for a land which they could call their home. The sentiments towards
repatriation, which were issued in the cry of the Tifties — Ethiopia Yes, England
No - re-emerged as the black immigrants sought to escape the growing racist
artacks on the streets of Britain. Some young Rasta translated this yearning into
a passionate appeal for repatriation.

g—lerein lay another contradiction, for the Rasta youths were calling for
repatriation at precisely the time when the racists in the State apparatus wese
articulating the Nationality Bill and ‘speaking about repatriating black people.
Those who did not know African history were not to know that in another epoch
there had been a convergence of a racist/humanist project in the Sierra Leone
settlement. The chapter on Repatriation and the Ethiopian Revolution attempts
to show the results of three former schemes of repatriation: the Sierra Leone
forced deportations of 1786, the colonisation scheme of Liberia, and the
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Shashamane settlement.

The Liberian Scheme has shown concretely that those who sought black
dignity had to return to Africa with more than the sezlircl.l for respect, or they
would carry with them the capitalist values of exploitation, as shown in the
experience of the relationship between those who r.etu.rned anq the indigenous
population. The settlement in Shashamane, .E'{hlopla, remained small, but
similar problems of individualism and competition had dogged the settlement,
especially when it was tied to the royal household.

It remains the right of any black person, whether or not they are Ra§ta, to
repatriate to Africa, but such a move cannot be carried out un_der any 11111.31095 as
to the nature of contemporary African society. That the continent of Africa is in
ferment and that not even Rastas can remain aloof from thls.ferment was
demonstrated in Shashamane when the Ethiopian people expropmgted tl_le land
of the settlers in 1975. This act of expropriation was the'way in Wh]C.h the
peasants of Ethiopia, in the process of the Ethiopian revolution, were saying to
the Rastafari that the Haile Selassie that they deified was not the same Haile
Selassie who helped to mobilise the people against Italian fascism. -

Would the Rastas listen to the people of Ethiopia and have the humility to
understand that their embrace of Haile Selassie was an ‘affront o the struggles of
the African people? This question remains a burning issue, especially for those:
who have consciously built up rituals and hiera.rchy to create the Rastafarz
religion. Those who have not been carried away with Fhe rituals are rgspondmg
to the struggles of the people of Southern Africa, with the Grenadlaq Rastas
showing that wherever there is clarity of purpose, the Rastas can be mobilised to

le where they live.
Str}[l‘iglge struggle inySouthern Africa calls for Rastas to transcer}d thg forms. of
cultural resistance to embark on a programme of cultural liberation which
would release the creativity of black peoples everywhere.

Horace Campbell, September 1981, London

FOOTNOTES

i i ily New. maica, Sept. 28, 1980.
1. Statement by George Lamming on the Rastafari, Daily Aeus,,}a ica, i gl
2. 1. Jabulari Tafari, “Rastafari and the Coming of Black Power”, Daziiy News, Jamaica, Sept. 14, 1980.
. Ami Cabral, Reiurn To The Source, Monthly Review Press, 1972. . ] ]
i %\Sgltlgazrwoarkrif' Robert Hill on Leonard Howell. Howell, one of the founders of the Rastafari movement, died
in 1981.
5. Cabral, op. cit.
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Chapter One
DO YOU REMEMBER THE DAYS OF SLAVERY?

Part I

Slavery and the Roots of Resistance

The atrocities of the Atlantic trade in human cargoes formed an indelible part of
the consciousness of the African people of the New World as they daily toiled to
produce wealth for Europe. The horrific Atlantic slave trade lasted for more
than four hundred years and involved three continents — Africa, Europe and
America.

Every Western European State, from Sweden in the North to Portugal in the
South, participated in the commerce which was to change world history. The
aboriginal peoples of the Caribbean and Central America were virtually
exterminated in the wake of the search for gold and silver. In Jamaica and
Barbados, the indigenous Arawak population and the Caribs were murdered by
the buccaneers and pirates who roamed between the islands,

The Spanish were the most active in the Caribbean, a region of perhaps 50
insular settlements and over 2000 miles of sea. The sea dominates the region,
with societies ranging from a few square miles and population of a few hundred,
to the large island of Cuba with a territory of over 44,000 square miles.

It was in the waters of the Caribbean Sea that the European pirates fought
each other for supremacy. The island of Jamaica was central to the struggle of
the pirates, situated as it is in the middle of the Caribbean Sea, on the direct sea
routes between North and South America, and between Europe and Panama.
As a central station of the pirates, the notoriety of this island reached its zenith
with the concentration of plunderers and explorers at Port Royal. The wealth
accumulated from the piracy on the high seas and the plunder of the Central
American civilisations went towards the setting up of plantations to provide
sugar, tobacco and cotton for Europe.

Piracy on the high seas was transformed into piracy on land to exploit the
labour of first the Indians, and later the African slaves. Christopher Columbus,
the adventurer who laid the foundations for the Spanish military occupation of
the region, had previously traded in slaves on the Upper Guinea Coast of Africa.
Portuguese explorers had arrived in West Africa shortly before the middle of the
15th century and immediately started seizing Africans and taking them to work
as slaves in Europe. This elementary trade was soon superseded by large-scale
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trade, when the European traders and bankers realised rhat they could earn
enormous profits by using the labour of Africans to exploit the enormous wealth
of the Americas.

This long-distance trade effected a form of organisation and support which
strengthened Europe in the same way in which Africa was weakened. By the end
of the Civil War in Britain, the English merchants, with the support of the
Crown, threw all their resources into the slave trade. By the beginning of the
18th century Britain was the dominant slave trade State, ruling the high seas and
binding the Spaniards with the right to supply slaves to Spanish colonies in
British ships.

There was hardly a trading or manufacturing town in Britain which was not in
some way connected with the triangular trade. In this trade, ships fitted out by
European nations sailed to Africa, where slaves were bought for trinkets, cloth,
guns, or alcohol diluted with sea water. These African slaves were then taken to
the Americas where they were sold in return for goods produced by the very
same slave labour. The precise numbers of Africans taken in this trade will
never be known, because many perished in the Middle Passage (between West
Africa and the Caribbean). It has been estimated that over 15 million Africans
landed alive in this hemisphere, but for every African who reached the West,
there was one who was killed in the process of the slave hunt, and between 25-35
per cent died during the crossing of the Atlantic.’

This savage trade laid the foundations for the primitive accumulation of
capital to be re-invested in Europe, which ultimately made Europe the most
powerful continent, such that by the 19th century they could militarily
subjugate the richest continent on earth — Africa.

Eric Williams was very precise and detailed in illustrating the connections
between British capitalism and the enslavement of Africans.? The wealth
accrued to Europe was the other side of the barbarism and destruction
unleashed on Africa. The African countryside, especially along the West Coast,
was depopulated as the European nation states set about organising one of the
biggest transportations of slaves in the annals of world history. The forts dotted
along the coastline of West Africa today are the bloodstained records of a
process which initiated the present underdevelopment and poverty in Africa.

Though the subjugation of the African societies was slow, it was a cumulative
process which in the end engulfed even those functionaries who participated as
intermediaries for Europe. Once the trade in slaves had begun, it was beyond
the capacity of any single African State in any part of Africa to change the
situation. The combined naval and economic power of the European nations,
which were moving from feudalism to capitalism, ensured a level of techno-
logical superiority in important spheres of production, especially in the
production of weapons. What the Europeans did was to take advantage of the
divisions within Africa in choosing their allies. In the process, incipient
differences between clans and embryonic nation states (called tribes by
Europeans) were exploited; so that if the Europeans saw two sets of Africans at
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war with each other, they supported one side and helped them to achieve victory
s0 as to be able to obtain captives.’

The Europeans managed to get prisoners of war from both sides. One group
would be supported with guns made in France, while another group would be
supported by the Danes, and yet another group by the Portuguese, but the end
result was that Africans were sold and carried across the seas.

War and violence prevented the consolidation and unification of the nation
state, such that even those societies which had developed beyond communz_alism
to form powerful kingdoms* were weakened. As the most productive units of
the society, the young and able-bodied, were sold into bondage, the chgllenge of
eking out an existence was so much more arduous that those who remalped were
prone to epidemics and diseases. The ecological balance was changed in such a
way that the depopulation was followed in later years by periodic catastrophes of
rinderpest and tsetse fly infestation.

During the whole period there were African chiefs and headmen who were
prepared to sell their fellow men in exchange for the trinkets of Europe. And yet
these Africans, who allowed whites to build forts and send out raiding parties
(graphically documented in Alex Haley’s Roorts in the capture of Kunta Kinte),
did not have any control over the trade. Though it was only in the last resort that
the invaders needed to use armed force, they were not hesitant to use this fox:ce,
even against their ‘allies’ who had previously hunted slaves in the interior,
Walter Rodney, in his reconstruction of the history of the Upper Guinea Coast,
remarked that the only order or production which was possible was that
imposed by the Europeans.

“Order, for instance, was introduced only in the sense that Europeans
ceased direct raiding and turned to trade. But rapine and plun_der,
organised merchants, kidnapping that bred more kidnapping, deteriora-
tion in the customary law — all these lay behind the facade of relatively
orderly and peaceful agreements berween European slavers and coastal
chiefs.”

Commenting on the actions of Africans towards Africans in fostering the
underdevelopment and weakness of their land, he observed:

“I'n modern capitalist society, rules are drawn up to protect members of the
possessing class from devouring each other raw; but on the Upper Guinea
Coast and the West African littoral as a whole, capitalism paraded
without even a loin cloth to hide its nakedness. With no restraints on either
side, the confrontation of the two cultures was neither peaceful nor
orderly, contrary to exploratory revision, and it proved entirely de-
trimental to African society which was the weaker party.™

This destruction of Africa had to find expression in the realm of ideas; and the
church in Europe, which was the principal ideological organ of the State, found
biblical justification for the enslavement of blacks, turning the poetic “Songs of
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Solomon” into the rationale for the bloody trade. Quoting “Songs of Solomon”
Chapter One, verse five and six, priests blessed the Africans boarding the slave
ships, while at the Vatican they debated whether Africans were humans or
beasts. While the pontification as to whether slavery was divinely sanctioned
was going on, the slave traders, merchants and bankers exposed the fact that the
need for profits dictated the ideas with respect to the relationship between
Europe and Africa. The bankers, shippers, and iron masters, who made the
chains and anchors, pressed ahead with making their fortune, quietening even
those who were appalled at the murders on the ships.

‘Do You Remember On The Slave Ship, How They Brutalised
My Very Soul?’

For those who were captured and chained, the ordeal on board the ship
reinforced the conditions of kidnap and the forced march to the coast. Africans
were packed like sardines in the hold of the specially made ships, and large
numbers died of suffocation. The space allotted to each slave measured five and
a half feet in length and six inches in width. Slaves were chained two by two,
right leg to left leg and right hand to left hand, and each slave had less room than
a man in a coffin. The well publicised hold of the typical slave ship showed how
closely packed were the chained Africans on shelves and rows. The slave
Equiano, who has left a written record of his capture, gagging and terror, had
this to say of the hold of the ship on which he travelled across the Atlantic:

“The closeness of the place, and the heat of the climate added io the
number in the ship, which was so crowded that each had scarcely room to
turn himself, almost suffocated us. This produced copious perspiration, a
variety of loathsome smeils and brought a sickness amongst the slaves, of
which many died, thus falling victims to the improvident avarice, as 1
may call it, of their purchase. This wretched situation was again
aggravated by the gulling of the chains, now become insupportable, and
the filth of the tubs into which the children often fell and were almost
suffocated. The shrieks of the women and the groans of the dving reduced
the whole 1o a scene of horror almost inconceivable.”

Equiano’s narration of the atmosphere of the ship revealed the greed of those
insurers and bankers who profited from this cargo. And yet, despite these
chains, when the slaves were taken on deck for exercise they struck, undid the
chains, hurled themselves against the crew in attempts at insurrection, and
oftimes threw themselves overboard. It was on the ship that they cemented
bonds of unity and solidarity, and they were strongly attached to those
companions who had come with them on the same ship from Africa. The term
‘shipmate’ symbolised the first Pan-African sign of solidarity and unity which
went towards resisting the oppressive conditions of the plantations.
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‘When I Hear The Crack Of The Whip, My Blood Runs Cold!!!

This refrain by Rastafari in the 1970s reinforced the brutalities of the passages to
those who were unaware of the primary relationships formed on the ships. For
the capture and middle passage crossing, where at least 30% of the cargo was fed
to sharks, was reinforced by the seasoning process, or the struggle to break the
spirit of resistance among the Africans.

On the auction block the white buyers examined the Africans as if they were
examining cattle, and upon purchase they would be branded and given a
European name. A red hot iron thrust into the flesh was the mark of being
chattel slaves. The new name and the red hot iron rod were the first actions in
the creation of a new docile chattel, but it took three years of seasoning, with the
whip, to fully break the will of the stronger Africans. During this period of
‘adjustment’, which lasted between one and three years, between one-quarter
and one-third of the Africans died.” This high mortality rate, even before the
slaves began working, was such that slaves seldom lived for 9 years after their
capture in Africa. One reason was that the owners found it cheaper to work
them to death and then buy new slaves. While sugar was ‘king’, the slave
masters found it cheaper to buy slaves than to rear children, and the slave
population could not reproduce itself.*

This treatment gave an added impetus to the slave trade and Jamaica was not
only a plantation colony, but it was also a centre for re-export to other British
and Spanish colonies. Over a million slaves were brought to Jamaica during the
period of slavery, of which 200,000 were re-exported. The very fierce slaves
remained in Jamaica, and by the end of the slave period, there were only
323,000 slaves who survived.

As a centre for re-export, Jamaica was the prize of the British possessions, and
the planters in Jamaica were the darlings of the British aristocracy in the 18th
century, when the wealth of the slaves supported Earldoms and safe
parliamentary seats. The organisation of the plantations, which supported the
planter class, encompassed the highest form of capitalist organisation at that
time - a form of organisation where the instrument of labour, the slave, was at
the same time a commodity which could be replaced after being worked to
death.

The sugar plantations required levels of capital which placed ownership
outside the reach of the small white farmers. These whites employed jobbing
gang slaves who would be hired out to the bigger planters. The production of
sugar required costly machinery and equipment, and plantations were linked
directly to the merchant houses of London, Liverpool, Bristol and Glasgow.
The average estate in Jamaica ranged from 800 to 3000 acres, with the plains for
growing cane, the rocky hills for the provision grounds of the slaves and the
grazing ground for the cattle — the principal means of transport.

Because of the intensive use of cattle for transport, for turning the sugar mills,
and for manure, the breeding pen was an important sector of this economy, and
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a class of pen keepers emerged in the society. Up to the present many place
names in Jamaica bear the names of these pens, e.g., Slipe Pen, Rollington Pen,
Admiral’s Pen, May Pen, etc.

In essence the cows in these pens were treated better than the slaves, for the
tield slaves were driven as if they were the lowest form of animal. Because sugar
production accounted for the bulk of the labour used in the slave society, it has
been the focus of research and documentation. It was a system of production,
like the production of tobacco and cotton in the Southern States of the U.S.A.,
which required hordes of cheap labour. The production process centred around
the sugar factory, involving a complex system of production, with five main
stages:

1. from the planting to the cutting of the ripe cane;

2. the transporting of the cane to the mill where the juice was crushed from the
cane;

3. the boiling house where the juice was evaporated to a syrup and sugar was
crystallised;

4. the curing house where the molasses drained from the sugar; and

5. the distillery where the molasses were made into rum.

This process called into being a wide range of workers, from the skilled slaves,
such as carpenters, coopers, masons, sugar boilers, distillers, to the slaves who
did the most arduous tasks —the field slaves. These slaves were distinct from that
layer of ‘house slaves’ — the maids, butlers, cooks, gardeners and coachmen who
acted as spies for the masters; and often the overseers would keep a string of
mulatto women so that they could be kept informed of the rumblings of the field
slaves.

Field slaves were expected to open up at least one hundred holes a day for
planting the cane, and failure to do so was punished by whipping.* The slave
started working at 4 a.m. and several jobs had to be completed before going to
the fields; these included carrying mould to the cattle pens, cutting up the dung,
making mortar, carrying white lime to the works, and doing various odd jobs. It
was during crop time, when the cane was reaped, that the slaves were driven to
exhaustion, because it was on the plantations that the factory system was
perfected in preparation for the industrial revolution in Europe. Those estates
which could not afford jobbing gangs worked two shifts, one beginning at
twelve noon and the other at midnight.

*Some of the forms ofigunishment for the slave included “Burning them by nailing them down on the ground
with crooked sticks on every limb, then applying fire by degrees from the feet and hands, burning them gradually
up to the head, whereby their pains are extravagant.... For crimes of lesser nature Gelding chopped off half of the
foot with an ax ... For running away they put iron rings of great weight on their ankles, or Pottocks about their
necks, which are Iron Rings with two long Necks rivetted to them, or a spur in the mouth... For negligence they
are usually whipped by the overseer with Lance-Wood Switches, till they be bloody, and several of the Switches
broken, being first tied up by the hands in the Mill Houses. After they are whipped till they are Raw, some put on
their skins pepper and salt to make them smart; at other times their masters will drop melted wax on their skins
and use several exquisite tortures....” Patterson, The Sociology of Slavery, pp 82-87.
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“The boilers and other Negroes who formed the spell about the works
went to the field to cut the canes about 1.30 p.m. and continued ro do so
until it became too dark, about 7 p.m. They finished off by carrying cane
tops or grass to the cattle pens and then rested for about four hours. At 12
midnight they received the spell in the boiling house and the rest of the
works which had relieved them the previous noon. The relieved spell then
rested until about 4.30-5 a.m. when they worked until 12 noon at which
time they went 1o lunch and then returned to the works at 1.30 p.m., and
so the cycle continued.”™

The field slave worked an eighteen-hour day and during his lunch break was
expected to work in his provision ground, for the slavery form of capitalism did
not take care of the subsistence cost of labour. Legal statutes compelled the
planters to keep a small plot of land where each slave cultivated yams, plantains,
and those agricultural products which they had planted in Africa.

In order to maintain the pace of the 16- or 18-hour day, the overseers
employed slave drivers who were armed with special whips which, when
cracked, sent a loud sound all across the fields, and left deep wounds in the flesh
of the slaves. Some of the more renowned whips were the supple jack, cat-o’-
nine tails and bamboo switch, These drivers, themselves slaves, often abused
their authority and could themselves be whipped by the overseer for not forcing
enough work out of the tired slaves.

Because slavery was not calculated to bring out the best in those who fell
under its sway, whether owner or slave, the system had a debasing effect on the
character of those involved. This was explicitly so for those tyrants who were
head gang-men or drivers. These representatives of capital in the field, along
with the house slaves, were permeated with the vices of their white masters and
scheming bored mistresses, and they despised the slaves in the field. They
internalised the ideas of their masters and were imbued with self-hatred.

Apart from the physical violence, the field slave was exposed to every form of
outrage and mortification to break his spirit. There was no law to protect the
slave and the institution of slavery was stamped in the colour of his skin. Race
prejudice was emphasised to demoralise the blacks. Despite the efforts of the
apologists who try to compare black slavery with the slavery of the Roman era,
they forget that the children of Roman slaves were usually born free, and slavery
was never reserved for one race. From the earliest days of Spanish occupation,
indentured whites could be seen in the fields with blacks. This was soon deemed
dangerous; colour was the most obvious sign of differentiation; and it became
the legal and rational basis for keeping blacks in servitude. Slavery or bondage
was deemed the natural role for blacks, and overlordship the right of the whites.

This distinction between whites and blacks was most fundamental to those
whites who saw their white skin as the sole basis for their superiority to blacks.
This was especially so where there were many poor whites, as in 18th century
Haiti and in the Southern States of the USA in the 19th century. Spokespersons
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and the ideologues of that period refined the theory of racism to the point where
some whites assiduously maintained that Africans were not human beings, but a
lower form of animal, ordained by God to be the white man’s beasts of burden,

The rise of white racism as a deeply rooted element in European thought took
a leap in that period and can now be distinguished from all other forms of
prejudice in the annals of human history. This was because no other system had
claimed universal dominance as the world capitalist system did. The whip on
the plantation in the ‘New World’ was only a lever in the long process of
exploitation which centralised the wealth of the world in Europe, and later in
North America. The well preserved records of the Jamaican plantation, where
300 years of continuous oppression of blacks were commemorated in 1970 in a
document entitled A Famaican Plantation, The History of Worthy Park 1670-
1970, have given some idea of how much wealth was gleaned from Jamaica over
the period. In addition, Eric Williams® Capitalism and Slavery states:

“In 1773 British imports from Famaica were five times the combined
imports from the bread colonies; British exports to Famaica were
nearly one-third larger than those to New England and only slightly
less than those to New York and Pennsylvania combined.”

When in 1783 the abolitionists began their campaign, Lord North, the Prime
Minister, reminded them that “‘the slave trade had become a necessity to every
EBuropean nation”. Planters from Jamaica also told these humanitarians that
between 1790 and 1791 Jamaica sugar alone added ““at least £1,600,000 sterling
to the balance of trade in favour of the parent state”."

The Westindian islands were central to the accumulation process in Europe,
and while many economic historians today examine the Jamaican economy or
the British economy as if they were entirely autonomous, European economists
in the 18th and 19th centuries had no illusion about the interconnections
between their ‘national’ economies and the world at large. England, the seat of
the industrial revolution, was the chief beneficiary of this plunder, for the
county of Lancashire was for a very long period the entry port for the slaves at
the port of Liverpool. The economic advance from ship building and banking at
the Port of Liverpool led to investments in the textile mills which used cotton
planted by the slaves in Montserrat and Georgia.

Eric Williams showed some outstanding examples of traders, insurance
brokers and iron foundries which boomed out of sugar and slaves. The Barclay
family owYed slave plantations in Jamaica and it was from this accumulation
that they were able to set up Barclays Bank, one of the foremost trans-national
banks in the 20th century. A similar economic foundation led to the
development of Birmingham as an industrial centre. Probably the most
outstanding contribution the slaves made to the world of science was to provide
the capital to finance James Watt and the steam engine.

A similar path of development took place in the United States of America,
where the Northern colonies had direct access to benefits from slavery in the
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American South, and in the British and French Westindies. As in Europe, the
profits made from slavery went firstly to commercial ports and industrial areas,
mainly the Northeastern areas of New England and New York. While the centre
of capitalism boomed, the periphery of capitalism exuded forms of economic
and intellectual backwardness which deformed the societies. The plantation
society was fraught with debauchery, drunkenness and the kind of mental
enslavement of those who kept blacks in bondage. Hence, the only source of
creativity in the slave society were those who were supposed to be beasts of
burden for Europe, the hewers of wood and drawers of water.

The slaves were fashioning a lifestyle of surzival in the face of the bizarre
mutilation which was meted out to them. A culture of resistance, which
developed in a slow undramatic manner, exploded in massive slave revolts, and
the planters were enslaved to the dread and terror that one night the slaves
would organise to rid the world of racial slavery. Thus, two cultures were
boiling in the Caribbean, one of domination and oppression which invelved
economic, political and racist subjugation, and a culture of resistance where the
slave even transformed his personality to preserve his humanity, hiding the
plans for open revolt. These two cultures struggled for dominance and it is only
in the era of Rasta that the white culture is being beaten back. It is this
resistance which links the revolt of the slaves to the present Rastafarian
movement.

Resistance to Slavery in Jamaica

“I would rather die upon yonder gallows than live in slavery”
Sam Sharpe, 1832.

The existence of a repressive culture which harmenised the economic
exploitation of black people with the idea of white supremacy prevented the
constitution of a Jamaican national consciousness, hence the black man’s
consciousness as an African constituted the centrepoint of his identity. It is this
identification with Africa which laid the foundations for the doctrine of
Rastafari — an ideology which combined the resistance against oppression with
an underlying love for the freedom and emancipation of Africa and African
peoples.

African resistance to slavery began on the slave ship and continued up to the
present. It was the struggles on the slave ship which led to the chaining of the
slaves. The restlessness of the slaves caused revolts to be endemic and the slaves




20 Rasta and Resistance

broke tools, committed suicide, ran away*, and mothers preferred their
children to die at birth rather than to grow up as slaves. As early as 1522 slave
revolts were taking place in the Americas, long before the slave trade had
become central to the triangular trade. The rebellious nature of the slaves
differed according to the areas which they came from in Africa. The Gold Coast
slaves — usually called Coromantees — were supposed to be the most fierce.
These slaves, from the Ashanti-Fanti speaking peoples, were the most feared by
the slave dealers, and they featured prominently in the revolts. It is from the
ranks of these Gold Coast Africans that the Maroons emerged.

The core of the Maroon community was the small band of slaves left behind
by the Spaniards when the English captured Jamaica in 1655. These slaves
formed the free communities which gave refuge to the runaway slaves. Major
uprisings in 1673 and 1685, when the slaves rebelled in plantations in St. Ann
and St. Catherine, increased the number of slaves living in the free communities
in the hills, These slaves, called Maroons, carried out detailed studies of the soil,
topography and climate which aided their strategy of guerilla warfare. This
system of guerilla warfare, where the Maroons artacked the plantations at night,
undermined the whole system of slavery.

The survival of the Maroon communities depended on the mode of social
organisation of the villages. In order for the Marcons to survive they had to
organise a system of production and exchange, superior to the plantation levels
of co-operation, reminiscent of African communalism where they divided the
tasks as they hunted, fished and gathered wild fruits.” Their scouts carried out
intelligence activities on the white plantations to learn the military movements
of the white people’s army; they never confronted the whites on the plains and
blew the Abeng horn to forewarn their villages of the impending attacks. This
Abeng horn was made from the horn of a cow; the top was cut off, leaving a
small opening about 1% inches from the top end. There was also another
opening over which the blower placed his mouth. The sounds were controlled
with the thumb, opening and closing the small hole at the top end of the horn.

This Abeng horn became the sound of warning, war, and battle among the
first band of Africans whose struggles were recounted throughout the world of
slavery. For fifty years the British tried to suppress these offspring of Africa
who, like the Saramaka Maroons of Surinam and the Cimaroons of Santa
Domingo, challenged the system of bondage. The major Maroon War in
Jamaica, 1729;1739, was fought under the leadership of Cudjoe, the son of
Nangua, a proud Ashanti. Cudjoe had sworn that he would never become a
slave and waged war for ten years, co-ordinating his battles with the Maroon

*This was the most widespread form of resistance, desertion from work. In Cuba the slave Esteban Montejo lived
to tell his story of how he ran away from slavery. See Esteban Montejo, The Auiobiography of @ Runaway Slave,
Penguin Books; London, 1970. Meanwhile, in the USA the runaway slave perfected desertion in the setting up of
the ‘underground railroad.” Harriet Tubman, hersell a runaway slave, became the most renowned conductor in
this struggle. For an analysis of the role of black women like Harriet Tubman, see Angela Davis, “Reflections on
the Black Woman’s role in the Community of Slaves”, Black Scholar, No.4, 1971.
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communities spread out over the island. They neutralised the superior weapons
of the redcoats and lured them to mock villages where they would be
surrounded and artacked from all sides. So successful were these blacks that the
British army begged them to sign a peace treaty. Richard Hart quoted the
desperate call by these whites, who called for more help from Britain in these
words:

“We do ... apply to your majesty to implore your most gracious assistance
in our present dangerous and distressed condition — the danger we are in
proceeds from our slaves in rebellion aganst us ... our attempls against
them having been in vain, only convinced us of our weakness; so great,
that instead of having been able to reduce them, we are not in a condition
to defend ourselves. The terror of them spreads itself everywhere ... The
evil 15 daily tncreasing, and their success has had such influence on our
slawes, that they are continually deserting to them in great numbers; and
the insolent behaviour of others gives us but too much cause 10 fear a
general defecrion; which without your majesty’s aid and assistance must
render us prey to them.””

It was against this fear of losing their lives and after spending £100,000 that
Britain signed a peace treaty with Cudjoe in 1739, By the terms of this treaty,
sealed with blood, the Maroon communities were guaranteed a level of
autonomy and independence which was unthinkable for blacks ir the 18th
century. The four main terms of the treaty were:

(1) that the Maroons should govern themselves in their own communities in
five main settlements — Moore Town, Nanny Town, Charles Town, Scotts
Hall and Acompong Town;

(2) that the British should discontinue efforts to enslave the Maroons;

(3) the right of the Maroons to hunt and fish unmolested; and

(4) the continued ownership and occupation of Maroon lands.

It was over this final point that the British extracted a compromise from the
Maroons not to give solace to runaway slaves, Britain hoped to use the ruse of
taxation to force them to pay for the land, but they rightly asked why they
should pay taxes or pay for the land when they were settled there before the
British. So, while the British accepted that the Maroons could own the land, the
Maroons promised never to give refuge to runaway slaves. This agreement paid
dividends in 1865 when the Maroons saved the whites from being driven into
the sea.

Going Back To Africa, Cause I’'m Black

However, this treaty proved tenuous because the whites did not feel bound to
honour the agreement, and in 1795 a second Maroon War broke out over the
question of the flogging of two Trelawney Maroons in Falmouth. The British
governor tried to enslave the Maroons, who insisted that by the 1739 treaty they
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should be tried in their own courts and any offence should be dealt with in their
communities — they should not be whipped under the white man’s law, With
this provocation the Maroons resorted to guerilla warfare and inflicted serious
losses on the local militia.

In desperation, the Governor imported large hunting dogs from Cuba. The
impending use of these dogs led the Maroons to propose a second treaty which
was quickly accepted by the Governor; but in a proper British manner the
Governor organised the illegal deportation of 556 of these Maroons — they
were taken to Nova Scotia in Canada. Mindful of their military skills, they were
called upon to fight in the Napoleonic Wars against the French. There they
acquitted themselves well in battle and after the war agitated to be settled in
Africa. Fearing another outbreak of violence, and at the urging of the
abolitionists, these Maroons were returned to Sierra Leone in Africa. They were
the first group of blacks in the New World to be resettled in Africa."™.

Me No No Quashie

The majority of slaves never accepted the system of slavery, contrary to the
historical accounts which referred to the slaves as docile, lazy and child-like in
character. This slur on the character of the black and African person has become
entrenched in European thought, and in the Caribbean it is taught in schools, in
the history books written by Carlyle, Trollope and Froude. But what the
chroniclers of slavery did not understand was that the peculiar personality trait
of the slave was in itself a response to and a form of resistance to slavery.

The black man, knowing that the planter expected him te be a dumb beast,
acted his part well. It is from this personality trait that the “‘smart-man’’ Anancy
character emerged, where it was said that Anancy “play fool fe catch wise”. The
majority of slaves adopted an attitude of wooden stupidity before the planters,
and if asked an indifferent question, he would seldom give a prompt reply —
pretending not to understand what was said, forcing a repetition of the question
so that he or she could have time to consider, not what the true answer was, but
what was the most expedient one to give.

Unfortunately, even recent writers on slave society have misunderstood this
form of resistance and sought to give some intellectual support to the concept of
lazy Quashie*. Being owners of the means of production and controllers of the
State, the planter class were in a position to pursue policies which shaped the
society, seemingly to justify the stereotype Quashie. It was a pity, therefore, to
see Orlando Patterson quoting from pro-slavery journals of the time and seeking

*Quashie is the Akan name for a male child born on Sunday. It is used in Jamaica to refer to someone who is
foolish or stupid.

*This line of reasoning, which gives a seemingly critical account of Quashie, is pursued by Ken Post in Arise Ye
Starvelings.
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to give an ambiguous account of Quashie without understanding how the
African could change his very character to fight the unjust system*. Those who
took the trouble to observe the slave outside the shadow of the whip were
astounded at their dual personality. One white commentator, who gained the
confidence of the slaves, remarked that:

“Omne has to hear with what warmth and volubility and at the same time
with what precision of ideas and accuracy of judgement this creature,
heavy and taciturn all day, how squatting before his friends tells stories,
gesticulates, argues, passes opinions, approves and condemns both his
master and those who surround him.”"

The slaves were fond of mocking their masters. They could laugh and talk
about anything reprehensible that their masters did; they could invent
nicknames which were most appropriate and would stick. This so-called
Quashie could laugh at himself, his master and others around him, and this
stood high to his credit.

It was at these nocturnal sessions that African stories were told; there was the
telling of folk tales and the use of oral history to solidify the consciousness of
being an African. In these sessions the hero was none other than Anancy, and
stories of his genius were told with such precision that it played a part in
moulding the cunning and guile necessary to turn the tables on the oppressor.
Anancy symbolised the possibility of the underdog emerging triumphantly
against the strong. The tales of Brier Anancy and his son Brier Tacooma
reinforced the influence of the Ashanti among the slaves, and provided the
psychological release necessary to face the day-to-day task of providing
surpluses for Europe.'

The retention of African culture and religious expressions in Jamaica was
enhanced by the continuous flow of new slaves to Jamaica. As a result, there was
always a large proportion of slaves who remembered Africa, and these Africans
commanded great respect, especially those with a knowledge of African
medicinal practices and religious rites. They were in the forefront of
transmitting the tradition of oral history and restoring those African beliefs to
slaves who were being creolised.* It was these slaves who generated and
stimulated the practices which resisted the cultural and ideological domination
of Europe, and their religious rites symbolised the struggle for self-expression
and dignity.

In every sphere of life, in language, in the planting of his provision ground,
and in the burial of the dead, the slave sought to preserve his dignity as an
African person. This was so marked that in death the slave believed that they
would once again return to Africa; consequently, their relatives and friends
would leave rum and food at the graveside so that the departed one would not go
hungry on his journey to Africa. Funeral rites were accompanied by music,

*This word, creole, has been handed down in Caribbean literature to depict the mulatto culture of ambivalence.
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dance, drumming and song. The jubilation at the return of the spirit to Africa
was not tempered with grief; many slaves committed suicide rather than live in
slavery. The songs and lamentations sung at the graveside were of hope. One
popular song, sung by Africans throughout the New World and later featuring
prominently as a Negro spiritual, said:

“Oh Freedom, Oh Freedom, Oh Freedom I love thee
And before I'll be a slave, I'll be buried in my grave
And go home io my Lord and be Free.”

This song depicted freedom in a promised land, in this case consistent with
the promise of freedom in the life hereafter of the Christian religion. In Jamaica,
the religion of the slaves was distinct from the religion of the masters until the
end of the 18th century when Baptist missionaries began to be active among the
slaves.

Formerly the planters were opposed to any religious instruction being given
to the slave, and when the Moravians and Baptists insisted that by Christian-
ising the slaves they could make them better slaves, the masters refused to
countenance the possibility of any religious teaching which could make the
slaves literate. Even so, the blacks resisted the Christian religion and only a
section of those exposed to free black ministers, like the ex-slaves George Lisle
and Moses Baker, were responsive to the European version of Christianity. In
the main African religious expression held sway in the hills.

Of the Spiritual World and the Material World

The era of the renaissance and enlightenment in Europe led to a sharp division
between the spiritual and the material worlds. The philesophy of mechanistic
materialism, which was consistent with the rise of capitalism, separated matters
of the soul from matters of science and technology. The ideology of
enlightenment postulated that science and technology, by their ‘progress’,
determined every sphere of life, transforming social relations in the process.
Feudal ideas which said that progress was guided by God were superseded by
the notion that this function was fulfilled by the ‘laws of nature’.

In this way, religion was retailored to conform to the reproduction of
alienation and to justify capital exploitation of labour. The Christian religion,
like all other religions, then settled the problems of relations between people
and nature and the relations among people (social classes). In the process, myths
concerning the European variant of Christianity were developed to justify the
plunder of the globe. The European mode of social organisation and
concomitant ideological (religious) formulations, claimed universal validity in
that the capitalist system was the first global system. Thus as a universally valid
religion, the ideological organs in the form of the established churches, whether
the Dutch Reformed, the Anglican or the Catholic Church, rationalised and
blessed the plunderers of the globe.

It was therefore not surprising that for three centuries the slaves resisted this
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ideology, and the European religion was practised only by those slaves who were
creolised. For those Africans who held on to the vision of Africa and the religion
of their ancestors, their ceremoenies were carried out in the hills and slave huts,
out of the reach of the masters and their mulatto underlings. In the eyes of the
established church, where the debauchery, rape and kidnapping was
sanctioned, the religious rites of the slaves could only be pagan and cultist.

This ideation has been handed down and reshaped by modern anthropologists
and sociologists, who term African religious practices which they cannot control
‘cultist’ or ‘millenarian’. Laws were passed against African religious expressions
such as Cumina and Shango, and the use of the drum, the main instrument in
the outpouring of emotions which went with these ceremonies, was banned.
This attempt at legal extermination forced the most overt African expressions
underground, and it is not surprising that they only emerged in the revival of
1860-61, and the more African form, called Bongo cult, was not observed until
the 1950s."” The Bongo men were slaves who defied authority and recognised no
authority higher than themselves.

Europeans denigrated African religion both in the New World and in Africa.
A barrage of derogatory treatises were written in Europe which called African
religion ancestor worship, superstition, magic, fetishism and paganism. But the
Bongo men who resurfaced were the product of African religion, the product of
centuries of development and the accumulated experiences and ideas of
generations. These religious and cultural experiences (developing indepen-
dently according to region) were interwoven with religious ceremonies, rituals
and beliefs, and guided the evolution of customs.

Because the crude materialism of capitalism did not exist in Africa, the
spiritual world was not separated from other spheres of human endeavour. All
things, material and immaterial, were linked to the spiritual needs of the
society. Hence, various foodstuffs, tools, utensils, clothing, shelter, art objects,
the drum, and collective monuments were all linked to the spiritual needs of the
society so that these objects served as use-values, while at the same time being
the means of expressing scientific ideas and beliefs, and satisfying emotional
needs. An African utensil was not just a utensil, it was a work of art and an
expression of religious emotion as well.

This is why all over Africa scientific achievements, such as the building of
pyramids in Egypt, the acropolis in Zimbabwe, or the Axum temples in
Ethiopia, were linked to religious expression. There was no need to separate
science from religion, and religious leaders had high standing in the
communities. This is not to say that there was no social differentiation, for
myths concerning natural phenomena and the means of placing them at the
service of the community were integrated in a broad philosophy to justify the
social order.

This was most pronounced in those areas where the State had emerged
(particularly in the great Kingdoms of Axum, Egypt, Nubia, Mali, Songay and
Zimbabwe). In these States religious ideology functioned to justify the paying of
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tribute_ by the. toil'ing masses. Like the great religions of the East — Islam,
B}lddhxsm, Hinduism — African religions served the reproduction of social
hlerarc_hy ) and the more developed the society, the more important religion was
in stabilising the system.

Religion and Resistance

Tor three hundred years the religion of the slaves’ ancestors survived in the New
World, 'and in Jamaica it was not until there were native literate preachers that
Fhe Chr{stia.n religion began to gain some currency. The history of the Baptists
in Jamaica is replete with the struggle to convert the slaves while maintaining
some sense of dignity in being African. Black preachers who were literate began
to gain 1nﬂ.uence at the end of the 18th century, because they could read and
write, and in this way they could interpret the great debates which were raging
in England between those who wanted the slave trade abolished and those who
spoke for the local assembly and called for even more brutalities.

It. was .thlS quest for literacy which began to influence the slaves towards
Christianity, for the literate Mandingos could not read the English language.
Black preachers of the Baptist denomination used the bible as an ideological
too'l, preaching deliverance, and the stories of the bible which depicted
resistance were the most popular among the slaves. Qutside the organised
churches, the fusion of African religious ceremonies and the words of the bible
were best expressed in a religious formation called Pocomania.*

The modern Pocomania was a spin-off of an African religion called Cumina
and the intense drumming of the ceremonies was considered subversive by thé
planters. The planters had good reason for fearing these religious practices
because those Africans who possessed training as spiritual leaders commandeci
great respect, al?d they were usually the ones in the forefront of revolts.

]amalga acquired special significance during the period of slavery, not only
because it was the most prosperous of the British colonies, but also because it
was the area of the most slave revolts in the New World. There were more than
.400 re‘voits with major confrontations in 1729-39, 1760, and 1831-32, each
involving over a thousand slaves. The Akan slaves were militant, and thé: ones
called Coromantees shook the hearts of the planters. ’

The Armed Slave Revolts — From Tacky to Sam Sharpe

The 1739 peace treaty between the British and the Maroons had made the
problem of revolt more difficult, but this did not stop the regular uprisings.
Numerous organised plots emerged, only to be given away by weak-hearted
slaves or those mulattoes who were the eyes and ears of the masters. One of the

*This Pocomania is still a very powerful force among the working people of Jamaica. It is derived from the

Qumzna rehgm_nf a form pf religious expression which was accompanied by elaborate ceremonies, drumming
singing and spirit possession. See Leonard Barrett; The Sun and the Drum. ’
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most organised revolts, after the Maroon War, was the rebellion of Tacky,
another Gold Coast African. The rebellion was planned in secrecy among the
Coromantees throughout the island, who aimed at ““a total massacre of the
whites and to make the island a Negro colony™."

More than a thousand slaves were involved and for six months in 1760 they
fought the planters. It was only after Tacky, the strategist, was killed that many
of them committed suicide rather than allow themselves to be enslaved. The
usual vengeance of the white population was meted out. During the course of
the rebellion 60 whites were killed, and in the aftermath 600 slaves were
executed. Patterson details 18 plots between 1765 and 1784. In one case, in
1776, when a plot was discovered in St. James, the whites reacted with their
developed and cumulative brutality; those involved in the plot were gibbeted,
burnt alive, hanged or transported out of the island.

The struggle for freedom and independence epitomised by the Maroons and
articulated by Tacky was carried to its historical conclusion by slaves in Santa
Domingo — now called Haiti. The rebellion of the Africans in Hait shook the
foundations of slavery and capitalism in the Caribbean, North America and
Europe. This revolt exposed the military genius of the black general, Toussaint
L’Ouverture, and led to the creation of the first black independent State in the
New World. This revolt — the Haitian Revolution of 1804 — was the only case of
a successful rebellion in Caribbean history, not only on the cultural plane but
also on the political and economic planes.” René Depestre, the Haitian
revolutionary who has himself seen the limitations of this cultural and

nationalist victory, conceded that:

“This successful slave revolution — the only one known in human history —
was in itself @ glorious act of identification for the black man. It showed
the entire world that liberty and human dignity also have a black face in
the history of civilisations. It further highlighted, in universal life, the
personality of the black man by giving full exposure to great men like
Toussaint L'Ouverture and the heroes of the early independence era in
Hait.

“The Haitian revolution also allowed the Negro, wherever he is in
America, to acquire @ new vision of himself and to begin to destroy all the
stereotypes of the Negro which had been created by colonialisation.”’®

This act of liberation in Haiti was an inspiration for slaves in the New World in
the same way in which it deepened the fear of the whites. Jamaican slave-holders
trembled for their safety as they followed the victories of the black freedom
army and their already precarious sense of unease was further jeopardised by the
appearance and tales of those refugees arriving in Jamaica. Slaves and mulattoes
who had been pressed into the Westindian regiment to fight their brothers in
Haiti were refused permission to re-enter the island. They happily returned to
join the Haitian Revolution. Even the much celebrated philanthropists in the
United Kingdom were shaken by the fact of black people making their own
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histor.y. In Haiti slaves had given wider meaning to the concepts of liberty and

equality evolved by the bourgeois philosophers of the French Revolution; and

the British abolitionists were blind to the possibilities of slaves involving

themselves in their own liberation. In essence, the anti-slavery movement was

ﬁlstgessed by every sign that slaves intended to take matters into their own
ands.

Pressures in England at that time consisted of parliamentary initiatives
towards amelioration of the whippings and wanton brutalities. But in Jamaica,
the planters panicked and vowed never to give up their ‘right’ to enslave black
men. This was the political expression of a dying stratum; by the beginning of
the 19th century the changes from mercantile capitalism to industrial capitalism
was such that the leading capitalists (the industrialists) found that the trade in
slaves and the use of slave labour were no longer in the interest of further
development. The spokespersons for the industrialists were the abolitionists,
_such as William Wilberforce, who understood that the transformation of slaves
into wage labourers would mean an increased market for the rising industrial
bourgeoisie, increased production, and increased profits. These abolitionists
saw the process of emancipation emerging gradually over 40 or 50 years, and
though the trade was illegal after 1807, they deliberately decided to go easy on
the question of full freedom.

While they equivocated, the slaves decided to take matters into their own
haqu. Those slaves who could read and write eagerly read the reports of the
anti-slavery movement, and the insurrectionary movement swept the islands.
There were rebellions in Barbados in 1816 (involving over 13,000 slaves), in
Trinidad-in 1819, 1825 and 1829, and in Antigua in 1831.%

. The year 1831 also witnessed a major revolt in the United States when a
literate preacher, Nat Turner, started with a force of six men and swept the
State of Virginia, moving from plantation to plantation, freeing the slaves. All
these rebellions were discussed with trepidation by the planters, who openly
expressed their determination to defy any Act of Parliament to abolish slavery.

.To demonstrate their will to be free, the slaves in Jamaica organised the

biggest slave revolt in the Western part of the island when over 20,000 slaves
rose up and for two weeks set free the slaves in the parishes of Trelawney, St.
James, Westmoreland, Hanover and St. Elizabeth.
. The widespread nature of the revolt and the organisational skills which went
into the planning was the result of a new kind of leadership; this was the
lead_ership of the religious preacher, literate in the English language and in the
Af;lcan religious practices, who combined the ideas of deliverance and
resistance. It was a leadership which could read the newspapers and interpret
debates to fellow slaves.

Such a leader was Sam Sharpe, who was a ‘native’ Baptist lay preacher. He
worked in close co-operation with other leaders such as ‘Daddy Thorpe’, an
African religious teacher whom the whites called a myal man.

Sharpe used the freedom of movement which he earned as a lay preacher to
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mobilise the slaves on the plantations in four parishes. He carefully laid his
plans from August 1831 and ensured that there were no weak-hearted men
among his cadres. When the whites thought they were holding prayer meetings,
Sharpe was holding forth on the evils and injustices of slavery, and then binding
his followers with an oath telling them that “if black men did not stand up for
themselves and take their freedom, the whites would put them out at the muzzle
of their guns and shot them like pigeons™.

The plot was simple. The slaves planned to use the period of the Christmas
break, 1831, to lull the whites into believing that the merrymaking and dancing
of ‘John Canoe’ was a sign of contentment. Three days after Christmas, when
the slaves were supposed to return to work, the signal to begin the battle was
given when slaves at Kensington Estate (on the hills overlooking Montego Bay
valley) burnt the trash houses. That very night the fire and drum signalled the
beginning of an all-out attempt by the slaves to free themselves.

Local commanders, who had previously taken on the guise of deacons,
proceeded to march from plantation to plantation freeing the slaves and burning
to the ground the homes of the most vicious planters. The drum, conch shells
and the blowing of horns called other slaves to the ranks, so that before the night
was out 20,000 supposedly docile slaves were precipitating the death-blow to
slavery in the British domains.

As usual, capital was called upon to defend its own interests and one of the
most feared overseers, Grignon, assumed the rank of Colonel to command the
Western Interior Regiment to defend the estates. But the determination of those
who stood up for their rights was such that Grignon soon had to retreat to the
sea, along with those whites who had already been put out to sea in the Montego
Bay Harbour. This retreat left the countryside to the slaves, who pushed from
Montego Bay to Savanna la Mar, freeing slaves and blowing the horns of
freedom.

From the safety of the harbour Grignon sent a column of ‘coloured’ troops to
engage Sharpe’s liberation army, but the slaves retreated only to attack when the
militia were on the defensive. In one battle, when the whites were retreating
from Montpelier, the slaves attacked and forced the whites down towards the
sea. All the plantations were under the control of the slaves and the Governor
declared martial law when over £1 million of plantation property had been razed
to the ground.

Knowing that the slaves believed that Parliament had abolished slavery, the
Governor declared an Amnesty for those slaves who would surrender. This call
for Amnesty was couched in language which suggested that slavery had indeed
been abolished and that the British Army would do them no harm.

The promise of Amnesty led the slaves to lay down their arms, but the whites
who had been held prisoner now carried out their blood-thirsty passions. The
blacks had allowed some whites to flee, and during the two weeks that the slaves
held control of the plantations, only fourteen whites and three mulattoes were
killed. Yet after surrendering thousands of Africans were put to death by
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Rr{llletts, ﬁ%ﬂg ng"]ﬁads ang by a gallows which was erected in the central square at

ontego Bay. Those who escaped death faced the lash: 500 lash

were the order of the day. sohies, 300 lashes
Henry .Bleby,l a missionary who recorded for posterity the atrocities of the

whites, tried to induce confessions from the slaves who were on the way to the

gallows; but Sam Sharpe, who was executed in Montego Bay on May 23, 1832

refused to utter a word of remorse, telling Bleby that: J |

“I would rather die a slave upon yonder gallows than live in slavery.””

Bleby and other commentators were astounded at the richness in spirit of the
leaders of the revolt. They were amazed at the capacity for reasoned discussion
and c}ear exposition of ideas exhibited by Sharpe and his deacons. For in the
consciousness of those who had internalised the idea of the black man as a beast
the intelligence of Sharpe and his organisational skills were a rude awakening,
Bleby accurately understood the implications of this revolt and he remarked: .

“The reroolz Jailed of accomplishing the immediate purpose of its author
yet by i a further wound was dealt to slavery, which accelerated iz‘:‘
destruction, for it demonstrated to the imperial legislature that among the
Negroes_ themselves the spirit of freedom had been so widely diffused, as to
rende?“ it most perilous to postpone the settlement of the most imp:)rtanr
question of emancipation to a later period,

“Thg evidence taken before the committee of the two Houses of
Parlzqmenr made 1t manifest that if the abolition of slavery were not
speedily effected by the peaceable method of legislative enactment, the
sia'e_)es would assuredly take the matter into their oun hands, and I;m'ng
their bondage to a violent and bloody termination.” '

The Sam Sharpe rebellion forced the question of abolition in England, and the

British Parliament legislated for the aboliti fsl i iti ini
i i 10m of slavery in all British dominions
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Part 11

From Emancipation to The Morant Bay Rebellion of 1865
“Blood, blood, we must humble the white man before us.”

When the emancipation proclamation was read on the steps of the government
buildings in Spanish Town on August 1, 1834, there was jubilation, singing,
drumming and shell blowing. But the dancing did not end before it sunk in to
the former slaves that £20 million compensation had been paid to their masters
and they had to serve a four-year mandatory period of apprenticeship.

Apprenticeship was a transitional expedient to convert slave labour into wage
labour. The planters tried to get the maximum amount of labour out of the
workers, while the blacks preferred to do their compulsory 40%2 hours in the
first four days and then have the other three days to work on their provision
grounds. Those planters who had used the shift system during crop time now
found that blacks refused to work at night, and in the confrontation between
estate capital and labour the whites used coercion and legal fiat in their hope to
survive on the estates.

However, changing conditions in Europe made the demands of the
Westindian sugar interests subsidiary to those of the rising industrial
bourgeoisie; and in any case, the sugar importers could buy sugar cheaper from
Brazil and Cuba, where slave labour was still being used. Planters tried to
control workers by levying rents on their houses and provision grounds. When
they realised that the Africans placed great importance on the burial places of
their ancestors, the planters taxed the grounds as a way of ensuring that the
blacks supplied a continuous flow of labour. Use of taxation as a means of
alienating labour was enacted in Jamaica prior to its widespread use in colonial
Africa.

The response of the blacks was to leave the sugar and coffee estates and go to
the hills. When the planters clamoured for more cheap labour the colonialists
imported Asian indentured labour in order to cheapen the cost of labour, and
between 1834 and 1865 6,000 Indians were imported into Jamaica.” However,
the number of Indians imported was insufficient to affect the demands of the
blacks, and this did not have the divisive effect on the class struggle that it had
in Trinidad and Guyana.*

Black workers employed varying tactics in their struggle with the planters,
who had become so accustomed to slave labour that they made no effort to
improve the conditions of work by introducing new machinery or an economic
infrastructure capable of properly utilising the resources of the society. Those
who survived exported their profits to England, wallowed in conspicuous
consumption and cursed the hard-working blacks as being lazy; thus laying the
cornerstones of the economic dependence which still plagues Jamaica.
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It was a parasitic stratum which aspi i i
: pired to give social and cultural leadershi

to t'he society and fqund thg‘g they had to build upon the foundations of racism tg
maintain Fhelr social position. The decline of the plantation system led to
bankrupthes, and by 1860 half of the plantations had folded up. Jamaican
p;anters did not have the resources to entrench the system of peonage, like that
of the sharegropper system of the USA after slavery, where blacks were
pe;manentiy indebted to big landowners.

n Jamaica the merchants and the Jews took advanta i

ge of the plight of the
‘tb!;aéﬂizgupt pllzjant}iar; ;}q Euy ug many of the deserted properties, so that by 1860
ws, who had hitherto been discriminated against, b

of political power in the society.* i > pean to call for e share

The strict and deformed racial hierarch i

h ‘ y of the post-slavery society vested
political power in thelhands of the white planters. Below these planters ‘fvere the
]gws and an energetic stratum of mulattoes, the product of white and black
nﬁlscegeny. By 1860 the }qws had begun to dominate local parish politics, while
t }f]:‘mulattoe's spurned agrlcult.ural work and sought to dominate the professions
w %ch serviced the pl_antan.on system. The mulattoes wanted to avoid
agricultural wo.rk,. for it reminded them of the rapacious activities of their
fatIhers and their link with the black man.

ndeed, the sexual exploitation of the black w i

_ 1L omen by the white men w

of the most disgraceful and iniquitous aspects of slave society. o

“Rape and seduction of infant slaves, the ravishing of common-law wives
of male slazges, under threat of punishment, and outright sadism involvin

the most kemoz_ts forms of social torture were the order of the day. It waé;
common practice for a white man visiting a plantation to be offered a
slave girl for the night ... Many of the white employees on the estate had a

rotation system whereby they seduced every desirable female on the
plantation over and over again.”’”

It was this rapacious and dehumanisin

cooas, g activity which gave rise to the

or mulatto stratum who resided in the towns. Numericall the
mulattoes came to outstrip their fathers not only by natural increas: , but
because efforts towards settling white immigrants after slavery failed ile th
stagnant economy. Most mulattoes clung to forms of behaviour which were ev ;
more pro-British than those of the planters in terms of language, dress asg

religion, in order to identif
: ( y themselves outwardly as a communi i
different heritage from the mass of blacks. ! uty with 2

5 .
. }ie;i:x::n];::imscifh;gr:en a cent;e:sfur SIaI-‘:i buying and selling in the boom days, the Jewish merchants, who were
_ guese and Spanish Jews, made money as slave dealers. However et
I s : 3 rer, they were dis
?Egﬁlf;to ll)i);jz};;z S‘n;;lugégisa{\.d tﬁheﬁ) t}tlm blacks began to stir, the whites found them willing allies Forca é‘::;;rélé:;t?)c}
n the 19th century see Jacob Andrade, A Record of th i i ot ‘nglh
Conguest 1o the Present Time (1940), Kin; — ot Gl T bt vt
c . . gston, The Jamaican Times Lid. jami i
The Jews of Jamaica”, Caribbean Quarterly, Vol 13, No. 1, 1967, L (R Seoakh Senlamb Sllenineesy
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They concentrated in the urban areas where there were opportunities for
educational and political advancement; so much so that in the 19th century
economic differences between town and country took on racial overtones. The
mulattoes accepted the superiority of the whites and the inferiority of the
blacks. Special schools, such as Wolmers Boys School, were organised for them,
and many became clerks, journalists, lawyers, teachers, actors and preachers.

At the bottom of the society were the ex-slaves; but the black population was
not entirely homogeneous. There were distinctions between children of the
freeborn and the children of the slave drivers: they were alike in that they were
invariably the blacks who were able to set up plots with land titles.
Differentiation of land holdings took place within African ranks, and a few
successful farmers of provisions and sugar cane could employ mules to make
their own sugar.

Douglas Hall estimated that of the 317,000 Africans in Jamaica 218,530 were
freed in 1838 and by 1840 there were approximately 3,000 who owned land of
over 10 acres. About 20,000 owned plots of 2-10 acres, while the vast majority
were strugglers who operated as workers and small farmers. It was this mass of
struggling blacks who formed the embryo of the Jamaican working class.

These blacks, who removed themselves from the estates to set up free
villages, have been described as ‘peasants’ in spite of the fact that some of them
continued to work full-time on the estates, while an even greater number were
part-time workers. In some sense their relationship was partly determined by
geography: the blacks of Vere, St. Catherine, Westmoreland and Trelawney had
little scope for bargaining as there were fewer opportunities for growing
provisions in the hills.

The crude interpretation of the ‘rise of the peasantry’, with all its political
implications, has been repeated in recent books on the struggles of the Jamaican
people; but it overlooks the behaviour of the African wage earners in the period
after slavery. The movement of the ex-slaves away from residence on the
plantations has been wrongly identified with the movement away from estate
employment; but the owners of the estates in their negotiations over rents and
provision grounds understood that they had to bargain with the former slaves.

These ex-slaves were acting as a wage earning proletariat in their struggle for
independent action within the limits of the plantation system.* Village
residence farming and petty trade (hawking) were both discouraged by the
planters, not only because these activities removed labour from the estates, but
also because it increased the scope for independent action on the part of those
who remained. The planters were vehement in their opposition to free villages
such as Sligoville which had been set up by the Baptists, for these villages
reduced the number of workers available and enhanced the industrial strength
of those who remained.
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The movement of the slaves to the hills to form free villages was a clear
example of the quest of the black man to have some control over his labour. A
frequent pattern was for the ex-slave to divide his time between working on the
estates, farming his own plot and selling provisions in the market.

Despite this form of struggle, as the sugar industry declined the starvation
and privation grew worse without any sign of relief, The only measures taken by
the local planter government were the increases in the rate of taxes. Heavy taxes
were placed on the imported staple food of the black man. Exorbitant road taxes
and toll charges led blacks to transport their provisions by sea. Even then the
State levied taxes on canoes, on top of the tax on donkeys. So opposed were the
blacks to these taxes that there were toll gate riots in 1859 in Trelawney and
Westmoreland.

Whites would shoot the pigs and goats of the poor, and vicious coercive laws
proscribed the movements of the blacks. The vagrancy law, the Trespass Act
and the Ejectment Act were class laws which were added to the Police Act of
1833 and 1839 providing for the arrest of any person carrying agricultural
produce without a note of permission from the owner of the land on which it was
grown.

As the injustices mounted, strikes broke out on many sugar estates in 1863
and 1864, but the black workers lacked strong cohesive organisations to defend
themselves, and the free village communities became the centres of protest. In
these villages the black man had to depend on those skills which had been
preserved from Africa, in agricultural production, in oral history, in housing.
The wattle and daub structures which were supposed to be houses were blown
away with the periodic hurricanes. There was no system of public health, and
between 1850 and 1851 20-30,000 died from a cholera epidemic.

Because there were no schools in the villages, no hospitals and no system of
public health, the medicine man and those whose parents had retained the
knowledge of the herbs and other forms of healing achieved important standing
in these free villages. Old slave laws which outlawed obeah were invoked against
the herbalists, for invariably the practitioners of African medicine were the ones
who claimed to have mystical powers and the power to cast out evil spirits. And

the importance of the spirit would call into being many charlatans who claimed
to have powers over the devil.

It was the complex of religious revivalism and African religious survivals
which intensified in the period of crisis. Religious expressions of resistance
called Myalism and Pocomania surged throughout the island with major
religious processions proceeding throughout the rural areas. The whites who
had passed laws against drumming and shell blowing alleged that this revival of
1860-61 was another manifestation of the laziness of the blacks. A spasm of fear
went down the spine of the whites when they heard the reverberating sound of
the revival drums. Phillip Curtin summed up their fear in this way:
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“Until the 1860s the planters’ racial fear was_only a latent conscwusnes;,
it grew into something close to a real feelmg of terror whcein;?)c_er the
Negroes had a noisy prayer meeting or rhf revival drums sou% e ft?ztn a
Negro village, the word passed around, The Blacks are drilling.

And drilling they were, for the reviva.l meetipgs in_t St. Thomas were
smokescreens for one of the biggest revolts in Jamaican history.

“Cleave To The Black”

1865 has become a focal point in the class and ra'cial struggles in' Jamaica 1:1.nd
forms part of the foundation of modern Rastaf_arl angi the Jamaican wor ?ﬁ%
class movement. It was not insignificant that the issues mvolved Frespassarllgil
control over labour, the right of the poor farmers to till the soil, and all those

. : -
issues which exercised the poor blacks. . _
° The parish of St. Thomas was the centre of cultural resistance to t.he sttc_arﬁe
aping of everything European. The rebellion broke out as the Cumkamt%n o L rz
grievances of the poor, which all had notm;d such ‘th'at somelq the rfnthe
humanitarian missionaries were moved to write to Bntamfc&lmpgsrxz:;%og £
iti letarian masses: of the .
wretchedness of the condition of tbe pro : O

' i ial of political rights. Black people note p

unjust taxation and denial o ! _ ; ¢ petivons
d on their own form of strugg

and letters to the crown but decide '

determination. Their leader was a black lay preacher by tl}e naml.e C;st Paul I(S}(ilgtlea

Bogle was the spiritual leader of a free v111agle corgmumtg Cilhe 5 lts?cngs af;e :

d been leased out to the
former estate where the land ha ‘
apprenticeship. The occupants of the land requed to pay rent to the mailstrattﬁ:
in Morant Bay, for they maintained that by virtue of their settlement there
land was theirs. _ .
Efforts by the local planters to evict these small farmers were re§(1ist§d, allr;c;
after a period of continuous harassment and arrests_thelplar}ters dﬁ;}ll eest:ﬁggle
Bogle saw the implications o
legal processes to humble the poor. b
i i t to meet the Maroons to explain
and in order to cover his rear, he wen : 0 ¢ oo e
i i blems of undue imposition of taxes,
for a revolution. He outlined the pro
non-payment of sufficient wages, and the need to beat the browns and the
whites out of the country. . ‘
Despite a cool reception, Bogle pressed on with his Plans and on Ocm-lt-)if) Z]t:ls
1865. when one of the villagers of Stony Gut appeared in the mzctlgmftregesmlonial
in Ni’orant Bay, Bogle and his men were ready. Let the record of the

. ; las
*Wages actually fell in the period between 1840 and 1865. These figures can be found in Free famaica, by Dougla
Hill, pp 44-45.

i nager of the leading
T The magistrates wielded tremendous control over labour. For example, in St Aim [‘l;z ;:1?“ a{i e
mercantile firm, Messrs Bravo, was at the same time clerk of the magistrates court an y
A " . . . . N
large proportion of the cases for adjudication involved Messrs Bravo.
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State bear witness:

“Whilst a black man was being brought up for trial before justice, a large
number of the peasanitry armed with bludgeons and preceded by music
came into the town, and leaving their music at a little distance
surrounding the court house — openly expressing the determination to
rescue the man about to be tried. One of their party having created a
considerable disturbance in the court was ordered into custody, whereupon

the mob rushed in and rescued the prisoner and maltreated the policeman
in attendance.”’*

The so-called disturbance in the court was a shout for the defendant to pay
the fine and not the costs. Such an act of defiance shocked the planters and the
Custos, Baron Von Ketelhodt, an immigrant who owned five plantations,

despatched a group of policemen to arrest Bogle and his villagers. The same
record reveals:

“On Monday 9th October the Fustices issued a warrant for the
apprehension of the 22 principal persons concerned with the disturbance.
Upon arrival at the settlement — S tony Gut — about 3 miles from Moran:
Bay — a shell was blown and negroes collected around with guns,
cutlasses, picks and bayonets — pur the police in handcuffs and
administering to them an oath upon the bible which they had ready,
binding them to desert the whites and Join the (that is the black) parry.”

It was clear that the villagers wanted to unite all black men, for those who
took the oath were set free. The next day, Bogle and his men marched into
Morant Bay and on the way they administered the oath and shouted “Cleave to
the black, Colour for colour”, and that they would kill all white men. Blowing the
conch shell as a sign of war and beating the drums, the soldiers of Bogle’s army
reached the court house, where the planter Baron was trembling as he read the
riot act. Before he could finish ordering the police to shoot, Bogle and his men
surrounded the vestry (Parish Council). The Baron was killed and his assistants
were roasted in the fire which razed the court house. The prisoners, mostly tax
defaulters, were ser free.

Bogle then left a contingent in charge of the town, proceeded to his village to
regroup and then went to the other estates to liberate the oppressed workers.
Chanting slogans, waving flags and beating drums, they sang songs of
deliverance and echoed “Cleave to the black”. Estates at Bath, Amity Hall and
Golden Grove were captured, and Bogle told his men not to set fire to these
estates for they wanted to take them intact. Bogle showed that he was aware of
the social and economic realities of his society, dealing with those whites who
were vicious while sparing any who were sympathetic to the cause of the blacks.

One of the sympathisers of the blacks who had spoken out against their
deprivation was a mulatto by the name of George William Gordon. He had been

o o cdain
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Paul%ogle raised the cry ‘Cleave to the Black
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pressing for changes in the constitution in order to break the political power of
the whites. In his push for the mulattoes he was conscious of the misery of the
blacks, for as a Baptist preacher he came into contact with blacks on a regular
basis. Because he had been in the forefront of the call for better conditions, he
was hanged by the whites for planning for revolt, even though when the armed
struggle began he was not in St. Thomas.

Bogle had been in contact with Gordon but did not depend on him or the
mulattoes for leadership. Bogle and his army spared those whites who were
friends of Gordon. At Amity Hall Estate when a white man, Mr. Jackson, was
attacked the rebels rubbed him up and revived him when they learnt that he was
a friend of Gordon. While they shouted “Blood, Blood, we must humble the white
man before us”, they dealt with the house servants. When the rebels attacked a
house negro, a Mr. Price, some within the ranks begged that his life be spared
because he was a black man; but the others retorted “he has a black skin but a
white heart”.

For three days the rebels took control of the parish of St. Thomas in a 30-mile
radius around Morant Bay and tried to extend the armed struggle beyond the
east, but the prospect of the whole island engulfed in rebellion led to the
declaration of Martial Law and the whites, Jews and mulattoes were issued with
arms to patrol the island. Meanwhile a British gunboat, HMS Wolverine, which
was stationed in the island, rushed troops from Kingston to Morant Bay.

The Maroons were induced to protect the town of Port Antonio and others
were promised a bounty to capture Paul Bogle. These Maroons were
instrumental in capturing Bogle, while the British went for a scorched earth
policy. Thousands of dwellings were burnt to the ground and more than one
thousand blacks were rounded up and hanged. 400 were flogged. Paul Bogle
was hanged on the British ship HMS Wolverine on the 24th October, 1865.

The colonial authorities and the local Governor feared the call for self-
determination, for they could not bear the possibility of another independent
black republic at a time when Britain and European capitalist states were
contending to divide and exploit Africa. Black Haitians who lived in Jamaica
were deported, and the State sought to block all but biblical ideas from
circulating in the society. To frustrate the call of the vigorous mulattoes for
political representation (which they were sure the blacks would later demand)
the old representative assembly lost its autonomy and Jamaica became a Crown
Colony.

Nevertheless, British capital was not destined to dominate the economy: for
Canada and the USA had given notice, towards the end of the century, that they
were ready to join the exploitation of black labour in the Caribbean, Banana
companies from Boston bought out some of the sugar lands and Canadian banks
joined in the rush to exploit the resources of Jamaica. The response of the
coloured population was to call for assimilation with the whites. As early as 1862
one of their newspapers editorialised:
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“Let the coloured men of Famaica be true to zhemselvels and_zheir progress
will be certain; their best policy is to form a bond of union with their white
brethren, and if this is done, no Governor will presume to keep from. them
the rights to which they are eniitled as loyal subjects of the sovereign of
Great Britain,””

Those blacks who were better off translated their earnings from provisions
into educational opportunities for their children, who fomped the embryq of a
literate and active stratum: primary sch_ool teachers, junior clerks, ministers
and even lawyers. The black masses continued to organise st1:1kes on the estgt;s
and to retreat into the village communities,.and began to migrate to t_hg U %
Canada, Costa Rica, Panama and Cuba in search of better conditions o

ment. .
emTp}ll(i)g out-migration served as a means of openipg up thsa honzqns of th(? poor,
and those who returned enriched the life of the ylllages with stories of resistance
in the African world. The legacy of Tacky, _Cud]oe, Nanny,_ Paul Bogle aﬁld Ig:am
Sharpe was linked to the struggles of Harriet Tquan, Sojourner Truth, King
Ja Ja, Chaka Zulu and King Menelik of Ethlopla. -y

These tales reinforced part of the consciousness (_)f the r‘ural poor of t fﬁr
African heritage and formed part of the c:ultqral and 1deolog1ca1 struggle 11n the
society between those who wanted to maintain the oppression of the ex'-j aves%
and those who wanted to overthrow the relatmr}S of exploitation. The ideas o
deliverance in the bible became important since formall Ifnowledge and a
systematic set of ideas were barred from the rural communities. _—

Hence, by the end of the 19th century the class struggle took on racial an
religious overtones. It was in this society tl?at Marcus_Garveylgrew up. .

Every society interprets its history to reinforce national pride, but in pt?s [
emancipation Jamaica those blacks w_ho were fortunate enough to go tlv::_ sC ot)d
were taught that the heroes of the society were Columbgs, Dxl'a\ke,.Hav;1 Hl-lls an
the pirate Captain Morgan. Blacks could not therefor‘e.ldennfy w1t;t1 the 1f:roesi
of the British and were forced to fall back on the resﬂ}e‘nce qf African cu turl'j
traditions in the village. This was in the face of an explicit pthy to keep blac sf
ignorant of African achievements. The purpose was to build up a p1}c;'tureho
barbarous Africans so that the ex-slaves would be ashamed to admit that they

Africa. _ . _
well;l?aif? were forced to deny a decisive part of their social bf_:lng: to ldetest Fheu’
faces, their colour, the peculiarities of their cult'ure, and their specific rf:au:tlcnrllcsi
in the face of life, love, death and art. All this was done so that they wou
idealise the colour, history and culture of Europeans..

But the rural poor turned this cultural attack on its head and se_arched 0\111:
those ideas of resistance in Africa. Through the medium of oral history, f(_)
tales, Anancy stories, the elders retold the stories of capture in Africa, of Cuél)ge
and Sam Sharpe, in order to inspire the youth. And.the youth responde A v
playing the drums of freedom, telling all that they survived slavery and that they
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would survive colonialism. “Time longer than rope,” they said.
These were the forebears of the modern Rasta. The tales of Ethiopia,
Nyabingi and Marcus Garvey shaped a consciousness which emerged as Rasia.
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Chapter Two

ETHIOPIANISM, PAN-AFRICANISM AND GARVEYISM

“Africa for Africans at home and abroad.”
Marcus Garvey

“Marcus Garvey words come 1o pass, can’t get no food to eat, can’t gei no
money Lo spend.”

Burning Spear, 1975

The social movements and political actions of all peoples are guided by their
history, their culture and the reproduction of the material and non-material
values necessary for the functioning of society. Men and women produce and
reproduce themselves as human beings in the process of producing the social
needs of society. The reproduction of society requires the organisation of its
values through cultural forms, through social institutions, through the family
and through the forms of producing food, shelter and clothing.

In the colonial society that Jamaica had become by 1900 culture was an
instrument of class domination to the point where the colonisers would sing that
Africans had no culture. Through the principal institutions of the colonial State,
the ideas of white supremacy were circulated to justify the exploitation of black
labour.

For the poor, the workers, the small farmers and the unemployed, their social
consciousness was formed by the reality of the duality of racial discrimination
and economic exploitation and thus nurtured searches for identification with the
glory of the African past. This search was the beginning but was linked to the
search for levers of power outside the rigid industrial framework of the
plantation economy. The children of the slaves who had rebelled at Morant Bay
and in different parts of the Caribbean found that Britain was violently opposed
to any form of political rights for the mass of black people.

Britain had accepted the granting of dominion status to its old colonies of
white settlers in Canada, Australia and New Zealand, but withdrew self-
government from Jamaica when the white planters feared the political challenge
of the mulattoes, because they perceived this as the first step in giving in to
black self-rule. Stripped of all political rights and locked into producing sugar,
coffee and bananas for the consumption of other societies, the idea of resistance
flourished in the hills and in the villages; while in the urban areas the cultural
values of Europe were imitated, the children of the slavedrivers internalising the
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European version of the world, with a deepening sense of self-hatred.

Jamaican society produced a deformed system of racial degradation, with the
colonialists strengthening the system of racial hierarchy by giving out favours
according to gradations of skin colour and texture of hair. Degrees of colour
became determinants of class, with the mulattoes reflecting the most pathologi-
cal aspect of the racial prejudice of the society. These offspring of Europe and
Africa were promoted to the middle levels of the colonial economy through a
limited educational system which ensured that only the chosen few had access to
a systematic set of ideas.

Poor Jamaicans who sought to escape the crude subjection of Britain in the
rural areas found out that there was a universality to the conditions of black
people, as they crossed the Caribbean Sea to search for employment and further
educational opportunities. They brought back tales of the social conditions of
Central America, along with the horrifying tales of the struggles in Europe for
Africa.

From the era of 1865 to the present the system of out-migration to find
employment became a safety valve for those who wielded political power. In
moving from the rural areas to build the Panama Canal, and to establish
plantations in Costa Rica and Nicaragua, the poor Jamaicans were responding to
the extension of capitalism which was giving rise to territorial expansion and
economic growth for European and American capitalists. The devastation of
this expansion, especially in Africa, had a profound impact on the consciousness
of the black people in the Caribbean and the United States of America.

The Scramble for Africa

When Jamaican workers went to Central America to lay railway tracks, they
were involved in the expansion of capitalism, which was at that time in
transition from industrial capitalism to monopoly capitalism. Internationally the
consolidation of monopoly corresponded with the search for new areas of the
globe to plunder for both labour and raw materials. Scientific and technological
advances in Europe and North America allowed for the elaboration of modern
organisational techniques in capitalist firms and sped the process of modern
imperialism.

The application of science and technology to production took a firm base in
the system as the concentration and centralisation of capital led to the creation of
monopolies. The merging of bank capital and industrial capital to foreshadow
the era of finance capital marked a new stage in capital accumulation. Capital
was now endowed with international mobility and had new dimensions which
altered the class struggle internationally.

Colonial workers who produced raw materials which were processed in
Europe were at the bottom of a chain of exploitation, thus any analysis of the
textile worker in Lancashire had to include the condition of the worker who
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planted and picked the cotton in far-flung corners of the earth, such as Sudan,
Montserrat or Georgia.

This need for raw materials precipitated the partition of Africa among the
major European powers, which was formalised at the Conference of Berlin in
1885 when Britain, France, Germany, Portugal, Belgium and Spain divided up
the whole continent without regard or respect for the local or regional interests
of the African nations. The economic gap which had developed between Europe
and Africa was part of the trend within capitalism to polarise wealth and poverty
at two opposite extremes.

After 400 years of slavery and depopulation, the European monopolists could
reorganise the African societies to ensure that they provided the raw materials —
copper, cotton, diamonds and rubber — in addition to producing tea, coffee and
cocoa for Europe. The limited amount of capital expended in the process of
incorporating African labour into the world systerm meant that naked force was
the principal instrument in capturing and ‘pacifying’ the vast continent.

Europeans made a grab for whatever they thought spelled super profits, and
they consciously acquired many areas, not for immediate exploitation, but for
future expansion.

Europe was racially as well as economically motivated in the partitioning of
Africa. In many parts of the world, capitalism in its imperialist form accepted
that some measure of political sovereignty should be left in the hands of the local
population. This was so in Eastern Europe, in Latin America and to a more
limited extent in China.

However, European capitalists came to the decision that Africa should be
directly colonised. The ideas of white superiority which had gained ground
during the era of the slave trade accompanied the colonial project, and justified
the political domination which was needed to firmly root capitalist economic
values in Africa; for Africans did not willingly go to the mines to dig gold,
copper, or diamonds for Europe. Extra economic coercion, forced labour and a
whole host of coercive laws were the means by which the monopoly firms
brought Africa fully into the world capitalist system.

The industrialists who now exploited the resources of Africa deployed
missionaries, anthropologists and soldiers of the imperialist State to speed up
the flow of wealth from Africa to Europe. Modern imperialism, which V. L.
Lenin described as “the highest stage of capitalism’, can be distinguished from
all other forms of imperialism.

Unlike the imperialism of Rome, Greece, Carthage or Egypt, the technologi-
cal changes at the capitalist centres had endowed capital with the military means
to dominate the whole world. The technological and military capacity at the
centres of capital accumulation could not be replicated at the periphery. In the
heyday of the Roman Empire the levels of social development were such that
when the dominated societies mastered the techniques of war and technology,
they could break away from under the heel of Roman occupation.

Under the modern system of imperialism, economic development and
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underdevelopment were institutionalised as opposite sides of the same coin. The
strengthening of the military apparatus of the imperialist State went hand in
glove with the process of monopoly. The form of force which characterised the
societies of France, Britain, Germany and the United States was the industrial
army built around the weapon system. Armed forces were built around weapons
such as tanks, battleships, aircraft and new means of command and communica-
tion.

The entry of capitalist industry into the arms market led to vast outlays of
capital going into shipbuilding, heavy engineering and weapon systems as the
products of modern industry were subject to the technological dynamic which
was and is characteristic of the industrial environment.

The armaments industry also called for raw materials from Africa: chrome
from Southern Africa, iron ore from West Africa, manganese and columbite
from the Congo and Angola. These minerals were part of the needs of a society
rapidly advancing with the weapons made from them, spreading the destruction
of African skills. Metallurgical skills, mining skills and handicraft techniques
which had been developed over the centuries were destroyed so that Africa
could supply the raw material needs of the monopolists. This destruction of
skills and the devastation of the societies has been graphically documented in
Walter Rodney’s How Europe Underdeveloped Africa.

There is no system of domination which does not develop a body of ideas to
legitimise its plunder, and in Europe the ideas of racism which had festered
during the period of slavery were circulated with vigour throughout the world.
Never before in the history of humanity did the ruling class have the power to
spread its ideas throughout the world as it did during the epoch of imperialism.
When the motion picture industry emerged in the USA as another branch of
capital, the whole world was bombarded with the images of white superiority
which justified world domination.

By the turn of the century the United States had given notice of her
imperialist intentions by muscling the weaker European capitalist nation, Spain,
out of the Philippines and Cuba. Big American family firms, such as the
Mellons, the Rockefellers, the Morgans and the du Ponts, who had made
fortunes during the Civil War (1861-1865), organised monopoly firms in steel,
petroleum, banking and chemical industries.

The expansion of capitalism within the US had consumed the indigenous
Indian population, and the racists popularised the genocidal wars against the
Indians through ‘cowboy’ movies. It was inside the USA that one of the most
vicious forms of racial repression was practised. Europeans who practised
outright racism outside their own borders found a unity with the American
ruling class in their attempt to codify and consolidate the ideas of white
supremacy.

Anthropologists have written volumes on the ‘barbaric tribal customs’ of
Africa, and these writings have been supported by pseudo-scientific and biblical
arguments. It was said that it was the unique and independent cultural heritage
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of whites which accounted for the greater material advancement of Western
Europe and North America. This cultural chauvinism was vigorously promoted
among the white workers who supported overseas expansion and compromised
their own struggles by assisting the capitalists in military campaigns in Africa.

It is not insignificant that it was in this period that Edgar Rice Burroughs
conceived the notion of Tarzan — the half-naked white man swinging through
the jungle, pacifying Africans and animals alike — while behind Tarzan were the
explorers and missionaries who saw their task being to ‘civilise the darker races’.

The technological advances in the field of communications, which led to the
development of the wireless, sound and television pictures, inculcated visual
images of the ‘cultured white’ and the ‘docile uncivilised black’. It was in
response to this universal denigration of everything African that the New World
blacks founded Pan-African organisations, culminating in one of the biggest
movements of this century — the Universal Negro Improvement Association,
founded by Marcus Garvey.

The ideas of race consciousness and African redemption, which Marcus
Garvey forced into the international arena, expressed the challenge of the
oppressed African. Marcus Garvey drew from the foundations of Ethiopianism
and Pan-Africanism to centralise the idea of race in the struggle of oppressed
Africans, and helped to lay the foundations of the ideology of Rastafari.

Ethiopianism

“Princes come out of Egypt, Ethiopia stretches forth her hands unto
God.”
Psalm 68, v.31

The Rastafarians of today are heirs to a tradition which searched for the glory of
the African past in the midst of white western domination. Because of the
totality of the experiences of slavery, racial discrimination and the partition of
Africa, the slogan ‘Africa for the Africans’ had emerged as the song of freedom
on the continent of Africa and among Africans in the New World.

Since the bible and biblical ideas were so prominent in the experience of
domination, the thrust for self-determination and basic human rights was
expressed in the biblical terms of redemption and deliverance. The usage of
these terms had been most evident in the USA where the black church was the
venue of solidarity and unity.

Far from being an opiate, the religiosity of blacks was a complex
phenomenon, with many church leaders standing at the forefront of the anti-
slavery movement. During the 18th century a religious force had developed in
the USA which looked to the biblical references to Ethiopia as a means of
challenging the myth that blacks were destined to be ‘beasts of burden’. These
blacks were part of the Ethiopian movement.'

Ethiopia was a major centre in the biblical world, along with Jordan, Syria,
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Palestine and Egypt, and for centuries Europeans referred to the whole of the
continent of Africa as Ethiopia, while the region which today bears the name
‘Ethiopia’ was formerly the Kingdom of Abyssinia. The biblical references to
Ethiopia were cherished by blacks, and when the Abyssinians defeated the
Italians at Adowa in 1896, the black people in the US took the words of the
psalm, “Princes come out of Egypt, Ethiopia stretches forth her hands unto
God” to mean that the redemption of Africa was near at hand.

The news of this African State under a Christian King defeating a white army
excited the blacks, and Jamaicans in their village communities told the stories of
Solomon and Sheba with the same zest as they told Anancy stories. They
declared that the present rulers of Abyssinia (Ethiopia) could trace their heritage
to the union between Solomon and Sheba.

Many Jamaicans who had gone to the USA came into contact with the African
Methodist Episcopalian (A.M.E.) Church, which was at the forefront of black
church institutions adopting the name ‘Africa’ when other church leaders were
preaching that blacks were afflicted with the curse of Ham. From the time of
slavery the Ethiopian movement was a force in the black church movement and
William Scott, who studied the impact of Ethiopianism on Afro-American
thought, said that:

“Stimulated mainly by references to ancient Ethiopia in the Scriptures
and Sermons, Afro-Americans often perceived that African territory,
however defined, as the salvation of the race. Some thought that one day
a black messiah would emerge from Ethiopia to redeem the African race
religiously, socially and politically. So ingrained did these and related
views become that New World Africans often thought of themselves as
Ethiopians, using that term to describe themselves and their
organisations.””?

In the midst of the European plunder of Africa, preachers of the African
Episcopal Methodist Church were carrying the idea that Africa must be saved
“for Ethiopia shall soon stretch forth her hands unto God”. This expression of
Pan-African unity was carried further by Martin R. Delany, who went to the
heart of Africa and returned with the cry “Africa for the Africans”.

This cry was spread in Southern Africa when the Independent Church
Movement linked their religion to Ethiopia, and to the freedom of Africa. As
soon as it was clear that the missionaries were as much a part of the colonising
forces as were the explorers, traders and soldiers, the more patriotic Africans
who had been trained in the church sought to break with the white church
movement.

Many of the African preachers had come to literacy through the mission
schools, but were torn between the traditions of African resistance and the
cultural influence of Europe, which was embedded within the teachings of the
missionaries. Quoting Ephesians — “Servants be obedient to your masters” — the
white church stressed humility and docility and acceptance of the colonial order
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of the world, while equating African ancestral beliefs with the devil, who was
depicted as black.

According to the European version of Christianity, God the Father was white,
God the Son was white, God the Holy Ghost was white, and Lucifer, the devil,
was black. Faced with the virulent racism of the Dutch Reformed Church in
South Africa, an Independent Church Movement developed and spread rapidly.

This Ethiopianism was a particular brand of black nationalism which opposed
white colonial rule and ‘‘has its origins in South Africa in the 1870s when colour
prejudice had stung so many Africans to set up their own churches rather than
face the segregation and humiliation of the white man’s place of worship™.’

Through the Africa of the labour reserves and settler plantations, from the
white highlands of Kenya to the gold mines of Johannesburg, the Pan-African
call of ““Africa for the Africans” became the sermons of the Ethiopian Church
Movement. Europeans could not understand the full force of this nationlism
taking a religious form*, and they were even more alert when Bishop Turner of
the US-based African Episcopal Methodist Church visited South Africa and
made contact with the church leaders of the Ethiopian Movement.

White supremacists, who balked at any movement outside white control,
cringed at the rapid growth of the movement and called it a “pernicious revolt
against European guidance”. Colonial officials saw Ethiopianism as a Pan-
African conspiracy — a threat to white supremacy in Africa which seemed part of
a deeply laid plan in which Negroes from the New World were heavily involved.
What in the eyes of the South African whites made the Ethiopian Movement
especially dangerous was that there were over eight hundred different churches,
and no established leaders.

Similar to within the Rastafari, there was no hierarchy in the Ethiopian
Movement; thus it was difficult for the colenial State to penetrate the
movement. The Bambata Revolt of 1906, against the growing Apartheid,
involved leaders of the Ethiopian Movement, for religion and politics tended to
reinforce each other;' and in a situation where there was no clear political
organisation, the Ethiopian Movement filled a political void, spreading the call
“Africa for the Africans”. It was only after the formation of the African
National Congress in 1912 that the independent churches no longer took the
leading role in the struggle.

The cry “Africa for the Africans’™ was not confined to South Africa, but was
to be heard across the Rift Valley and the Congo Basin to as far away as West
Africa. §.K.B. Asante, in his study of Ethiopianism in West Africa, remarked:

*The strong black nationalist sentiments of the rural areas of Jamaica manifested themselves in the religious
protests of Alexander Bedward. Bedward had re-interpreted the bible to depict the whites in the society as the
devil, and he lambasted the merry-go-round of the Governor and his entourage. The British military were
deployed against Bedward; and when his idealism began to become legend, the colonial authorities declared that he
was insane and committed him to a mental asylum. See Barry Chevanes, Yamaican Lower Class Religion: Struggles
Against Oppression, M.A. Thesis, U.W.1., 1971.
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“After the victory over Italy ar Adowa in 1896, Ethiopia acquired a
special importance in the eyes of Africans as the only surviving African
State. After Adowa, Ethiopia became emblematic of African valour and
resistance, the bastion of prestige and hope to thousands of Africans who
were experiencing the full shock of European conguest, and were
beginning to search for an answer to the myth of African inferiority ... To
articulate West African narionalist intelligentsia of lawvers, merchants,
Journalists, doctors and clergymen who had since the turn of the century
persistently sought to share political power with the colowial ruler, the role
of Ethiopia or Ethiopianism in nationalist thought and politics was great
and inspiring ... In separate African churches, Africans did and could
protest imperial rule and build articulate leadership to oppose the
domineering and discriminating actions of the colonial officials.”

The racial contradictions of Imperialism had given rise to a form of protest
which was similar in the US, the Caribbean and Africa. Shorn of its religious
and idealist underpinnings, the concept of Africa for the Afiicans was to become
the cry of the Pan-African Movement.

Pan-Africanism and Garveyism

Bishop Harry Turner of the A.M.E. in the USA provided the link between
the Independent Church Movement in South Africa and the nationalists of the
Caribbean. Inside Jamaica, Dr. Robert Love was one of the foremost critics of
the colonial order of things and he was associated with those Caribbean blacks
who made comparisons between the social conditions in the Caribbean and
those in Africa. These Caribbean nationals were in the main educated blacks
who — partly because of their own confrontation with the arrogance of colonial
officials, and partly because of the pressures from the black majority — voiced
sentiments which were radical.

Edward Blyden, Sylvester Williams. and Dr. Robert Love were among the
blacks in the Caribbean who gave expression to the international black
grievances against floggings, low wages and colonial bureaucratic commandism.
Edward Blyden had migrated to Liberia as early as 1850, and he was an early
proponent of the concept of the African personality. He travelled back and forth
between the US and Africa, spreading the call of “Africa for the Africans”.

Dr. Robert Love carried this cry from Jamaica and in 1901 wrote:

“Africa for the Africans is the new shape of an old cry ... This cry will
waken the so called civilised world to a consciousness of the fact that
others who are not accounted as civilised, think, with regard to natural
rights, just as civilised people think.”

Dr. Love printed a newspaper, the Famaica Advocate, and provided the early
inspiration for a young Marcus Garvey, when he arrived in Kingston as a youth.
It was through Dr. Love that Marcus Garvey was first exposed to the
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international movement called Pan-Africanism. Dr. Love had collaborated with
Henry Sylvester Williams in 1906 in setting up branches of the Pan-African
Association in Jamaica, after this son of Trinidad called the first Pan-African
Congress in London in 1900.

The first Pan-African Congress was convened soon after W. E. B. DuBois
had declared that the “problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the
colour line”. W.E.B. DuBois was one of the architects of the Pan-African
Congresses which were called between 1900 and 1945. Hitherto, the force of
Pan-Africanism has been documented within the framework of the conferences;
but the ideology of Pan-Africanism is far richer than the sum total of the
conferences and resolutions passed.

These conferences grew out of the response of Africans to their oppression
and served as a coordinating point for the different struggles which were going
on among blacks. The Pan-Africanists who initiated the conferences and wrote
tracts on Africa were carrying out an exercise in self-definition which was aimed
at establishing a broader sense of self-esteem and worth than that which had
been permitted by the ideologues of Western Capitalism. This was and is the
essence of Pan-Africanism, but during the first fifty years of the twentieth
century this task was undertaken by educated blacks.®

Pan-Africanists such as George Padmore, C.L.R. James and W.E.B. DuBois
dug up the African past to show to the world the artistic and cultural
contribution of the African to humanity. In order to use the historical
knowledge and analysis of the contact between Europe and Africa as a weapon
in the struggle for self-determination, DuBois and Padmore wrote critical tracts
such as The World And Africa (DuBois, 1947) and How Britain Rules Africa
(Padmore, 1936).

During World War I, W. E. B. DuBois stressed the significance of the rivalry
among the imperialist powers over the division of Africa which led to the war.
His little-known pamphlet  The African Roots of War appeared in 1915, and
there were points of coincidence between Lenin’s work on Imperialism: The
Highest Stage of Capitalism and DuBois’ pamphlet, especially on how the
aristocracy of labour in the West united the capitalist and the working class
against the colowred proletariat of the world.’

In the main the Pan-Africanists of the inter-war period laid great emphasis on
the past existence of African Kingdoms; but one of the problems of this body of
literature was that there was a narrow concentration on the behaviour of kings
and dynasties without an accompanying analysis of the day-to-day life of the
millions of Africans who lived outside the States of Egypt, Mali, Songhai,
Benin, Axum or Zimbabwe.

The concern with Kingdoms reflected a particular idealist world view which
was in keeping with the class outlook of the principal movers behind the Pan-
African Congresses. This is not to deny that during the period of colonialism the
Pan-Africanists were progressive and anti-imperialist, but their strategy for
African liberation was confined to sending petitions to the colonialists.
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It was not until the riots, demonstrations and popular protests of the
proletarianised majority that many saw the masses as having a central place in
the process of liberation. The limitations of the early nationalists can now be
analysed against the background of the historical record of leaders such as Jomo
Kenyatta and Hastings Banda, who both stood at the forefront of the Pan-
African Movement, but while in power supported those external forces who
wanted to dominate the continent.

Pan-Africanists of the pre-independence era, who paid lip service to the idea
of regional and continental unity, reneged on one of the cardinal principles of
Pan-Africanism — viz,, that the people of one part of Africa were responsible for
the freedom of their brothers and sisters in other parts of Africa; and indeed that
black people everywhere were to accept the same responsibility. This betrayal is
characterised today by the operations of the Organisation of African Unity
(OAU), whose very existence came from the momentum of Pan-Africanism.

The idea of Pan-Africanism had taken deep root and it had to be given
expression, if only in the form of a constitutional international assembly. To
fully understand the contradictions of the QAU and its concept of African Unity
it is necessary to state that any nationalist movement which is not guided by
working class ideas is bound to degenerate.®

Degenerate nationalism was most explicit in the politics of Chiang Kai Shek
in China, but could not be complete in Africa, since the constant struggles
against white rule in Southern Africa called for positive responses from the rest
of Africa; even if at the level of the African leadership these responses were at
the best grandstanding. Some of the leaders are stridently anti-communist and
continue to follow the path of George Padmore, who posed the false dichotomy
between Pan-Africanism and communism. Padmore’s book, Pan-Africanism Or
Communism, presented the ideas of Marxism as a danger to Africa and Africans,
and Padmore’s politics deteriorated to the point where he found himself on the
side of American imperialism in Guyana.*

The political decline of Padmore, who once stood at the pivot of the
international workers’ movement, corresponded with the practice of the
nationalists who were pushing the idea of Negritude. There was in the Negritude
mevement a conscious and deliberate pre-occupation with the destruction of the
myths and stereotypes of the Negro, and this movement represented a firm
protest against French colonialism. However, the spokespersons for this
movement, like Padmore, allowed their personal experiences in the internatio-
nal communist movement to lead them to become hostile to the ideas of
Marxism-Leninism.

Hence, shorn of its progressive and anti-colonial content, Negritude ceased to

*In Guyana Padmore supported the anti-communist Forbes Burnham at a time when the C.I.A. and the British
moved against Cheddi Jagan. For an account of this episode see Philip Reno, The Ordeal of Guyvana, Monthly
Review Press, 1974.
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be a legitimate form of rebellion and became shrouded in mysticism. Leopold
Senghor’s Negritude was the dogma of the alienated intellectual, and in Haiti,
Francois Duvalier turned Negritude into a sinister mythology, while forcing
the people to live on their knees.’

In dissecting the character of nationalist movements and ideas, there must be
an effort to stress the dualism of positive and negative ideas, of spiritual beliefs
and material needs and of the mystical and political beliefs which emerge in all
notions such as Ethiopianism, Pan-Africanism and now Rastafarianism. These
ideas forced themselves as the global expression of black peoples.

It was the Garveyites who were to give concrete political meaning to these
ideas in the form of the largest black mass movement in modern history. Marcus
(Garvey, the product of the Jamaican countryside, joined the ranks of the
international protest and placed in this movement the centrality of race
consciousness in the struggle for freedom, It is this central place of race which

provides the continuity between the Ethiopian movement and the present
manifestations of the Dreads.

Garveyism and Racial Consciousness

“I know of no national boundary where the Negro is concerned. The
whole world is my province unuil Africa is free.”
Marcus Garvey

It was V.I. Lenin who made the observation that oppressed minorities often
reflect the techniques of the bourgeoisie more brilliantly than sections of the
bourgeoisie themselves, Black workers in the U.S.A. at the end of World War I,
chafing under the crudest forms of exploitation, forged organisations to struggle
to better their lot and through their cultural outpourings they contributed to the
intellectual development of the U.S.A. in a period which is now known as the
Harlem Renaissance. Blues, spirituals, work songs, jazz music and theatrical
performances were developed as the expressions of an exploited race bent on
beating back the myths of racial superiority, which were to explode in Europe as
an appendage to fascism.

Black people in this period displayed a greater sense of freedom and initiative
in pushing their claims upon humanity because they lacked the handicaps of
false ambition. They thus had access to a wide social vision and deep social
consciousness. This vision was manifest in a plethora of organisations.

One of the most prominent organisations of this period was the Universal
Negro Improvement Association (U.N.I.A.) and African Communities League,
which was founded by Marcus Garvey under the slogan “One God, One Aim,
One Destiny!” The nomenclature Universal was no mean claim, for from the
time of its inception the U.N.I.A.’s objective was to:

“establish a confraiernity among the race; to promote the spirit of pride
and love, to reclaim the fallen; to administer and assist the needy... o
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assist in the development of Independent Negro nation and communities;
to establish a ceniral nation for the race, to establish Commissionaries or
agencies in the principal countries and cities of the world for the proteciion
of all Negroes, to promote a conscientious spiritual worship among the
native tribes of Africa, to establish universities, colleges, academies and
schools for racial education and culture of the people and to work for
better conditions among Negroes everywhere.” "

Under this objective the U.N.I.A. became the largest mass movement among
black people this century, with 996 branches in 43 countries and over five
million members.

The moving spirit behind this vast organisation was Marcus Garvey, who was
born in Jamaica on August 17, 1887," into the section of Jamaican society
where the ideas of “cleave to the black” and “colour for colour” reverberated in
the hills and in the tenement yards.

His childhood in Jamaica was not very different from that of the vast majority
of blacks whose rudimentary elementary education prepared them for the
rigours of hard work; and at the age of fourteen he moved from the parish of St.
Ann to the capital city, Kingston, to work as an apprentice. This apprenticeship
system, which had been introduced at the end of slavery, was still the
predominant form of socialising workers into skilled crafts, and by the time he
was eighteen Garvey was working as a master printer.

Understanding the limited scope for self-expression offered to black people,
he joined the trek of the 126,000 migrants who moved to Central America, only
to find out that the conditions of exploitation and racial humiliation were not
unique to Jamaica.” Utilising his skills as a printer, he began his long career as a
radical journalist and organised workers wherever he worked, calling for better
conditions and more pay.

From Central America Garvey returned briefly to Jamaica, and in the same
year, 1912, he set out for England. It was in London that he was exposed to a set
of systematic ideas on Africa through the medium of the foremost Pan-African
journal at that time, the African Times and Orient Review, edited by the
Egyptian Duse Mohammed.

In coming into contact with African seamen and students, Garvey learned of
the day-to-day life of the broad masses and learned that the practice of direct
rule, indirect rule, mandated territory or protectorate status all amounted to
condemning blacks to be the wrerched of the earth. Before the outbreak of World
War I Garvey returned to Jamaica, where he set about organising the
U.N.I.A.,” an organisation which hoped to embrace the purpose of black
humanity, distinguishing itself from the local reformist pressure groups.

Marcus Garvey and the U.N.I.A. could not flourish in the Jamaica of 1914,
for the colonial State did not allow blacks to have the basic democratic rights
which were available to white workers in Europe and North America. He moved
to the U.S.A. in March 1916 to raise funds for the organisation, but was
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engulfed in the battle for black dignity and African freedom which swept the
U.S.A. during and immediately after the war.

When Marcus Garvey arrived in the U.S.A. the society was in the midst of the
social upheavals generated by the war and the growing concentration of capital.
The shortage of skilled labour, the military mobilisation campaign and the
boom of war time production had a tremendous impact on the lives of black
people, who had been confined to a very special form of exploitation - called
sharecropping - in the South.

Capital requires cheap labour where it is most needed, and during the war the
Northern manufacturers encouraged blacks to leave the South to migrate to the
factories and steel mills of the Northern cities. Those who took the train journey
to escape the lynch mobs of the South found that they moved to the low paid
and unskilled jobs in the mass production industries - the meat packing plants,
the foundries and the automobile plants.

Discrimination by the trade union leadership and rank and file forced the
blacks into the middle of industrial strife as the capitalists used the newly
arrived blacks as strike breakers. The blacks were eager to accept a job at any
cost in order to escape the nightly marauding activities of the Ku Klux Klan.

The Ku Klux Klan was not a fringe political organisation; it was a national
body of white supremacists, with a hierarchy, a code of conduct aimed at
mutilating and killing blacks, and with millions of members penetrating at all
levels of the Federal and State apparatus. So powerful was this proto-fascist club
that in 1925 the Ku Klux Klan could mount a massive hooded march down
Pennsylvania Avenue, in Washington D.C., the capital of the U.S.A.

The growth of the Klan corresponded with the popularisation in the
universities of the ideas of black docility, and historians lent their academic
authority to the side of the Klan. One of the widely read works of that period,
American Negro Slavery, by Ulrich B. Phillips, presented an idyllic picture of the
black man as the natural slave who simply delighted in being chained. This
mythical picture was popularised through one of the most powerful mediums in
the U.S. in the motion picture Gone With The Wind. The motion picture
industry spread the idea of the inferior black throughout the world, and in 1915
the moguls of Hollywood popularised the activities of the Klan in the film The
Birth of A Nation.

It was in this climate that the Klan embarked on an expanded campaign of
lynching black people. Lynching was the most powerful form of racial
repression and served the indispensable function of providing the ruling class
with the means of reaffirming the collective sentiment of white dominance,™

Those blacks who moved to the Northern cities of Gary, Indiana; Detroit,
Michigan; Chicago, Illinois; and Cleveland, Ohio, found that they were the
tools by which the employers hoped to degrade labour as a whole."” Prior to
World War I, Northern industry recruited cheap labour from Europe, and
between 1870 and 1900 thirteen million immigrants crossed the Northern
Atlantic Ocean from Europe.
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One of the few things that united these immigrants, whether they came from
Poland, Ireland or Italy, was that they soon adopted the American prejudice
against black people. These workers who pushed their claims for basic
industrial rights excluded black workers from the trade union movement and
were hostile to the movement of black people from the South to the North.

The outstanding example of a trade union which rejected the racist
principle of excluding blacks was the small but militant Industrial Workers of
the World (I.W.W.) - known as the Wobblies. They attempted to champion the
cause of all workers; but their radical vision of a worker state scared other trade
union leaders, who assisted the capitalist class in destroying the I.W.W. '

Black workers bore the brunt of the social unrest and industrial strife of the
post-war slump. Philip S. Foner, in his study of Organised Labour and the Black
Worker 1619-1973, detailed how anti-black violence was actually instigated by
the organised workers’” movement. The most notorious example of this came
after the Trade and Labour Council in East St. Louis, Illinois — an affiliate of
the American Federation of Labour — circulated a letter calling upon the city
council to retard the ‘growing menace’ created by the influx of undesirable
Negroes, and also to devise a way to get rid of a certain portion of those who
were already there."”

A small group of whites went about attacking black workers, and when they
decided to defend themselves, a joint operation composed of the police and a
white mob took to the streets shooting, lynching, and killing men, women and
children. Hundreds of blacks were injured when the whites burnt out the black
neighbourhood in one of the worst racial confrontations of the 20th century.

Segregated into overcrowded ghettoes, disenfranchised by the legal restric-
tions placed on black voters and attacked at night, the social and class
consciousness of the black worker was expressed as racial consciousness. This
racial consciousness was deepened by the exclusive black organisations which
emerged in response to the violent thoughts and acts of white racist America.

Racial conscicusness was an integral part of the class consciousness of the
black working people in the U.S.A. and Marcus Garvey struck a responsive
chord when he travelled through the society proclaiming: “Up you mighty race,
you can accomplish what you will’” The U.N.I.A. inspired confidence and
courage among blacks by telling them that “the best thing the Negro of all
countries can do is to prepare to fight fire with fire.”

Many blacks, especially from the ranks of the more than 300,000 demobilised
black soldiers, decided to get up and stand up for their rights in the U.S.A.,
since they had just fought for democracy and freedom in France. These soldiers,
organised by militant nationalists like the African Blood Brotherhood, fought
political battles against white mobs, and when in Tulse, Oklahoma, the blacks
repelled the white mob, the whites dropped bombs on the black neighbour-
hood. <
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It was in the context of these battles that Claude McKay wrote his poem:

“If we must die, let it not be like hogs

Hunted and penned in an inglorious spot

While round us bark the mad and hungry dogs
Making their mock at our cursed lot.

If we die let us nobly die

So that our precious blood may not be shed

In vain, then even the monsters we defy

Shall be constrained 10 honour us though dead.
Like men we'll face the murderous cowardly pack,
Pressed to the wall, dying but fighting back.”"

This spirit of defiance was behind the energy and force of the black movement
which is called the Harlem Renaissance, with the flourishing of organisations
predicted on the push to uplift the oppressed blacks.

Marcus Garvey and the U.N.I.A. were part of this push and became pre-
eminent among the organised resisters to racist attacks. The U.N.I.A. was one
of the many organisations which out of conflict and cooperation cemented the
bonds of racial consciousness. What distinguished the Garveyites was their
ability to mebilise the poorest sections of the blacks, building branches of the
U.N.I.A. in all corners of the society, and indeed all over the world. The
indomitable energy and racial awareness of Garvey merged with the outpouring
of black resistance, and the U.N.I.A. set up its headquarters at Liberty Hill,
Harlem — then the centre of the black world.

Garveyism was a brand of militant nationalism which gave the black person a
sense of identification with the whole of Africa while stressing self-reliance.
While the educated blacks and the social climbers organised the Blue Vein
Society and the Colonial Club, Garvey preached the need for an independent
but powerful international organisation with his dictum: “A race without
authority and power is a race without respect!”

Garvey and the Symbols of Racial Pride

The U.N.I.A. functioned as a mutual aid society and the branch headquarters
of the movement served as cultural centres in the black communities throughout
the Americas. Through the newspaper Negro World, the U.N.I.A. used selected
episodes of the African past to instil confidence in all black people. The
U.N.I.A. debunked the idea that black people were plagued with a biblical
curse, and declared that if Europe is for the Europeans, then Africa must be for
the African peoples.

Their programme of self-determination and anti-racism was enshrined in the
Declaration of the Rights of the Negro People.” This declaration listed the main
grievances of the race and demanded their resolution. Militant claims for self-
determination tied the struggle for world-wide racial solidarity to the battles for
the liberation of Africa.
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It is this internationalist thrust which endeared the unorganised black people
of the world to the U.N.ILA. There were U.N.I.A. branches in thirty-eight
states in the US, and the U.N.I.A. was not only the organisation of the newly
urbanised blacks but also the organisation of the mass of black workers and
sharecroppers in the South.

Outside the USA, Cuba had the most branches — fifty-two — and the Greater
Caribbean (including Central America and Northern South America) was the
biggest Garveyite stronghold outside of the United States.” South Africa was
the most thoroughly organised of the African countries, and no area of
significant black population in the world was without a U.N.I.A. branch. This
included Canada, Europe and Australia.

The U.N.I.A. branches in these far-flung corners of the capitalist world were
kept together by the ideas of the Negro World. The success of the distribution of
the Negro World showed that Garvey was sensitive to the need to combat the
virulent ideas of the white film and publishing world. Black sailors and
travellers saw it as their task to ensure that the newpaper, with its telling
cartoons, reached the widest audience possible.

This newspaper attracted some of the most articulate writers of the Harlem
scene, and Marcus Garvey was editor-in-chief of the paper while he was in the
US. The paper was written in clear, simple language to reach the poorest black,
and there were French, English and Spanish editions of the paper.

Similar to the present-day use of reggae by the Rasta to bind the racial pride
of the blacks, the Negro World was a weapon which all racists feared, and in
many colonial territories possession of the paper could lead to imprisonment or
death.

It was through this paper and the network of branches that Garvey organised
the massive conventions of the U.N.I.A., where the pageantry, dispensation of
African titles, militant resolutions and cultural performances formed an integral
part of the history of black nationalism. The first International Convention of
the Negro Peoples of the World, in 1920, attracted delegates from five
continents, and white America saw for the first time the full force of Garveyism
when the Garveyites paraded through Harlem with their Royal Guards,
Engineering Corps, Paramilitary Forces, the uniformed Black Cross Nurses,
the Mounted Legionnaires and thousands of supporters chanting: Down With
Lynching, Foin the Fight for Freedom and Africa Must Be Free.

Numerous accounts of Garvey’s political activities in the USA* have properly
documented the impact of the U.N.ILA. on the black experience under
imperialism. The U.N.L.A. brought together diverse black working people:
members of church organisations, militant self-help groups, and black
independent trade unions; pacifists, cultural nationalists, women’s liberation
fighters, socialists, and a whole host of unorganised black people.

All these forces were held together by the challenge of racial repression, and
responded to the institutionalised racism of the imperial order by proposing a
concept of nationhood, complete with the symbols of titles, flags and national
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Garveyism was a brand of militant nationalism which gave the black person a
sense of identification with the whole of Africa while stressing self-reliance.
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anthems, and backed up by independent commercial enterprises, of which the

most impressive was the attempt to build an international shipping compan
the Biack Star Line. e

As the Rasta colours today provide the symbol of pride, the most widely
known symbol of black nationalism was the flag of the U.N.I.A. — the Red,
Black and Green — adopted at the 1920 Convention as the official colours of the
race: “Red for the colour of the blood which must be shed for their redemption
and liberty; Black for the colour of the noble and distinguished race to which we
belong; and Green for the luxuriant vegetation of the Motherland”.

These colours waved from the flagpoles of Liberty Hall in Harlem and in the
divisional headquarters throughout the world, while in South Africa the
Garveyites wore a red, black and green button.* The colours and the flag of the
U.N.I.A. were important symbols, for prior to that period whites had heaped
insults on the colonised condition of black people with the popular song: “Every
Race Has a Flag But the Coon”.

At the same historic Convention of 1920 the anthem “Ethiopia, Thou Land
Of Our Fathers” was accepted:

“Ethiopia, thou land of our fathers,

Thou land where the Gods love to be

As storm clouds at night suddenly gather
Qur armies come rushing 1o thee.

We must in the fight be victorious

When swords are thrust outward to gleam;
For us will the vict'ry be glorious

When led by the red, black and green.
Chorus:

Advance, advance to victory

Let Africa be free;

Advance to meet the foe

With the might of the red, black and green.”

In sharp contrast to the popular songs of the period, the anthem of the U.N.L. A.
was a call for military preparations in anticipation of the inevitable struggle for
black liberation. This call for military preparedness was phrased in religious
terminology, for the Garveyites took great care to use every aspect of black life
in the quest for racial pride. In this endeavour they went further than the
Ethiopian movement; declaring that the black man should worship God in his
own image, Garvey maintained that:

“If the white man has the idea of a white God, let him worship his God
as he desires. If the yellow man’s God is of his race let him worship his
God as he sees fit. We, as Negroes, have found a new ideal. Whilst our
God has no colour, yet it is human to see everything through one’s own
spectacles, and since the white people have seen their God through white
spectacles, we have only now started out (late though it may be) to see our

5:
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God through our own spectacles. The God of Isaac and the God of Facob,
let him exist for the race that believes in the God of Isaac and the God of
Facob. We Negroes believe in the God of Ethiopia, the everlasting God —
God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Ghost, the one God of
all ages. That is the God in whom we believe, but we shall worship him
through the spectacles of Ethiopia.””

The U.N.IL.A. went to great pains to fulfil the spiritual needs of its members and
in the process helped to create an autonomous religious institution — the African
Orthodox Church.* The dominant figure in this institution was George
Alexander McGuire of Antigua, who had been ordained as a minister in the
Church of England but who became an ardent nationalist in the face of the
racism of the Church. Bishop McGuire, as he was known, was the Chaplain
General of the U.N.I.A. and he wrote the catechism of the organisation. Bishop
McGuire noted that:

“If God is the father of all he must have had black blood in his veins, and
Fesus must have had black blood in his veins. So it is proper for the dark
race to conceive of their Spiritual Saviour as a Negro.”

At the 1924 Convention the Garveyites unveiled a large oil painting of a Black
Madonna and Child and the gathering implored blacks to worship God in their
own image.”

Garveyism was however much more than symbols and imagery, though it
cannot be denied that the painting of a Black Christ and the singing of the
African National Anthem provided a tremendous uplift, when the whites were
going to the movies to see Gone With The Wind, Birth of a Nation and Tarzan.

The Negro Factories Corporation was the business arm of the U.N.L.A. and
this company had removal vans, publishing companies, laundries and res-
taurants throughout the USA. The U.N.L.A. set out to establish independent
economic ventures which would break the hold of the white capitalists over the
black communities and over Africa.

Probably the most ambitious venture which would have had far reaching
consequences for imperialism was the Black Star Line Shipping Company. When
the company actually launched four ships, giving notice that the organisational
potential of the black masses was to be augmented by economic self-reliance, the
capitalist class set out to sabotage the shipping company, and this they did with
the assistance of unscrupulous blacks.

The Black Star Line was organised along cooperative lines, something akin to
the ‘partner’, the informal banking system which existed (and still exists) among
blacks in the Caribbean and the USA. Thousands of poor black people were
willing to make amazing sacrifices to support a business venture which was
conceived as part of a global strategy for African redemption.

The failure of the Black Star Line was a symbol of many of the weaknesses of
the U.N.I.A. in general. The openness of the discussions regarding shares and
the operation of the company exposed the limitations of the all-class notion of
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nationalism promoted by the U.N.I.A.

To blame unscrupulous and greedy elements for the failure is to minimise the
fact that at that period the aspiring petty bourgeoisie, who wanted to advance
within the system, were also a part of the U.N.I.A., though not the most
important section of the organisation. Because the Garveyites were not guided
by scientific principles, those elements whose struggle for dignity was based on
becoming accumulators of capital moved in and out of the organisation.

The failure of the Black Star Line and frustrated efforts to secure a land base
in Africa have served as the focus of a number of works on Garvey, portraying
him as an egotist and a Zionist, These scholarly works incorporated the hostility
of the white capitalists, the intelligentsia and their black imitators who opposed
the full thrust of Garveyism.

While it should be stated firmly that it was the US capitalist class which
hounded Marcus Garvey out of the USA after bringing a phoney charge against
him, the hostility of the integrationists provided some of the ammunition to
support the actions of the US government, especially those who involved
themselves in the “Garvey Must Go” campaign of 1923. Marcus Garvey was
indicted for using the United States mails to ‘defraud investors’ of the Black Star
Line, and was imprisoned in Atlanta, Georgia.

The full threat of Garveyism to Western Imperialism was crystal clear, for the
United States Government resorted to diplomatic pressures against Liberia to
abort the U.N.I.A. settlement, and soon after the land earmarked by the
U.N.I.A. engineers and surveyors was leased to the Firestone Rubber Company
of Akron, Ohio.*

While the integrationists and liberals who promoted the theory of the
American ‘melting pot’ denigrated Garveyism, those who exploited the labour
and minerals of Africa understood the importance of the call Africa for the
Africans. The colonialists concentrated on exploiting a narrow range of minerals
and products, for the utilisation of the resources of Africa for the needs of the
African people was never an objective within the colonial economy. Garveyism
challenged the stunted growth of Africa and for this the colonial powers ensured
that Marcus Garvey would never set foot on African soil. Indeed, the Colonial
Office, for a time, dictated that no East African should go to the US for fear that
they be ‘contaminated’ by the ideas of Garvey,

The persecution of Garvey by the imperialists was supported by his political
rivals in the USA. The political differences between Garvey and his adversaries
reached such depths that ultimately the movement of black people suffered. A
close examination of the polemic exchange between Garvey and DuBois showed
that neither could escape the pitfalls of individualism, and in the end it was the
contradictions of a philosophy based on race which exposed the weaknesses of
the Garvey programme.

Because the struggle against racism was fought on the rules established by the
racists, the U.N.I.LA. propagated a set of ideas which could ultimately be
incorporated by the aspiring black middle class. However, at the time that
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Garvey carried out his political activities, this stratum was too anti-black to
positively identify with black nationalism.

Both black and white activists in the international socialist movement in the
USA were opposed to Garveyism; they looked grudgingly at the conferences of
the U.N.L.A., opportunistically hoping to ‘bore from within’.

Marcus Garvey had mobilised the mass of black workers and farmers whom
the communists and socialists had hoped to organise. These communists and
socialists had never really appreciated the impact of racial repression, and had
promoted the sterile notion of ‘black and white unite and fight’.

Except for the black radicals, such as Cyril Briggs of the African Blood
Brotherhood, who saw the progressive nature of Garveyism, by and large the
white communists could not escape the virulent racism of their society. Blinded
by their doctrinaire view of the struggle, they tended to effect a level of
polarisation at the level of ideas between nationalism and socialism, which in
practice turned away the black worker from the activities of the Communist
Party. That these two ideas were not mutually exclusive was only realised in the
era of Amilcar Cabral and Walter Rodney.*”

Garveyism in Jamaica

When Marcus Garvey was deported from his Atlanta cell to Jamaica, he had
hoped to keep the international movement alive, but it took him some time to
fully appreciate the cultural depths of the colonial society. Unlike the United
States where black workers in the North were in steady employment, the
seasonal nature of Jamaican workers made it difficult for the producers of sugar
cane and bananas to provide the kind of organisational support to keep an
international movement of the importance of the U.N.I.A. going.

Moreover the colonial society did not allow black people the rudimentary
bourgeois freedoms such as the right of assembly, the right to vote, the right to
form trade unions and those basic rights which had become normative in the
advanced capitalist countries. When Garvey had returned briefly to Jamaica in
1921, the British were sufficiently apprehensive to place battleships in the
harbour.

Marcus Garvey returned to Jamaica to a tumultuous welcome by the poor.
Len Nembhard, in his account of the Trials and Triumphs of Garvey, gave a vivid
description of the speech delivered at the Ward Theatre in Kingston, and the
expectations of the poor blacks. This book detailed the constant harassment by
the State of Garvey, while the spokespersons for the dying planter class
ridiculed the achievements of the U.N.I.A. F.M. Kerr Jarrett, the white planter
of St. James, then head of the Jamaica Imperial Society, and H.G. DeLisser, the
lead writer for the merchant’s voice — The Daily Gleaner — vehemently
denounced Garvey while calling upon the mulattoes to support British
colonialism.

Garvey inserted himself into the Jamaica of the poor, bringing along with him
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the educ_ated blacks who identified with the struggle for self-determination and
red;x_nptxon. He channelled the organisational reservoir of the society into a
political party called The People’s Political Party (P.P.P.).* This Party called
for a minimum wage, guaranteed employment, social security, workers’
compensation, the expropriation of private lands for public use, land reform, a
Jamaican university, and the compulsory improvement of urban areas. ’

Arr}y Jacques Garvey’s analysis of the political activities of Marcus Garvey in
Jamaica: emphasmed the fact that the platform of the P.P.P. was anti-imperialist
and anti-capitalist. The progressive nature of the P.P.P. can be measured by the
fact that the neo-colonial society of Jamaica still cannot implement the
programme of Garvey 52 years later, for the form of capitalism of the society
could never guarantee full employment.

From thf: street corners of Kingston and from the lamp-lit shops and yards of
rural Jamalca, Garvey brought his message to the poor. House servants denied
knowing what Garvey preached in the homes of their employers, while at night
on the sr_cools outside their two-by-four structures, they told their children of the
future liberation of Africa and sang the song “Ethiopia, Thou Land of Qur
Fathers”,

The stratum which felt most threatened by the thrust of Garveyism was the
Afro-Saxons, below the Imperial Society, who assisted the colonial Judiciary
and Local Government Council to embroil Garvey in a number of legal
problems.” The constant arrests of Garvey were meant to divert the attention of
the poor from the inequalities of the society towards efforts to keep their leader
out of St. Catherine District Prison.

So preoccupied were the masses with Garvey’s freedom that in 1977 the
reggae group Culture invoked the song “When The Two Sevens Clash” to
remind the Jamaican people of the persecution of Garvey. A resurgence in the
study _of Garveyism and his international contributions has been imprinted in
the minds of the young by Burning Spear, who proclaimed “Marcus Garvey’s
words come to pass, can’t get no food to eat, no money to spend”.

. Reggae artists who speak in terms of Garvey’s prophecy are reinforcing the
view in Jamaican society that Garvey was a prophet. For many poor Jamaicans
who interpreted the world in biblical and spiritual terms, Garvey was a prophet
gnd they took his view of worshipping God through the spectacles of Ethiopia
literally. The catechism of the U.N.I.A. had promised that “Princes come out
of Egypt, Ethiopia shall stretch forth her hands to God” meant that a ruler
would emerge in Africa to lead all black people to freedom. As a playwright
Ga}rvey had staged a play in Kingston depicting the crowning of an African
King, S0 When in 1930 the newspapers carried pictures of the crowned Emperor
of Ethiopia, many for whom the bible held all the answers were convinced that
Emperor Haile Selassie was literally and biblically the ‘King of Kings’.

The historic crowning of an African King was a welcome diversion from the
constant reminder of the portrait of the white king and his wife, which graced
the walls of all public buildings in Jamaica. Marcus Garvey had lit the fires of
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expectation with the following:

“We have great hopes of Abyssinia in the East — the country that has kept
her tradition even back to the days of Solomon. Some of our peculiar
sociologists when they discuss the intelligence of the Abyssimians try 1o
make out that they are not Negroes, but everybody of ordinary
ethnological intelligence knows that the Abyssinians are black people,
that is it say, black in the sense of the interpretation of the Negro. They
are part of the great African race that is to rise from its handicaps,
environments and difficulties to repossess the Imperial Authority that is
promised by God himself in the inspiration: Princes coming out of Egypt
and Ethiopia stretching forth her hands.”*

The crowning of Haile Selassie was to provide a new deification, replacing the
white God in heaven and the white representative at Buckingham Palace with
the Coptic version of a God who was both divine and human. The beliefs of the
first Rasta were a profound response to the sickness of the colonial society.
Those who preached the divinity of Ras Tafari were rejecting the link between
Christianity and whiteness, and were inexorably breaking with the philistine
white Westindian society, thus linking their cultural and spiritual roots with
Ethiopia and Africa. As a first step, this was progressive.
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Chapter Three

THE ORIGINS OF RASTA
Rasta and the Revolt of the Sufferers in Jamaica 1938

Introduction

This chapter properly locates the Rastafari as a class and racial movement within
the context of colonialised Jamaica. The chapter begins with an analysis of how
the race consciousness and political work of Garvey had sought to break the
monopoly of the British over the society. For the rural poor, the crowning of an
African King who could claim legitimacy from the bible and from the line of
Solomon led to a new deification, replacing the white King of England with a
black God and black King.

Jamaicans who spread the notion that Haile Selassie was divine and human
had taken sides in a spiritual controversy which still rages between the Western
Christian church and the Orthodox Christian religions.

The links between Jamaica and Ethiopia were strengthened after the Italian
invasion of Abyssinia, for the Jamaican black people joined the international
Pan-African movement which protested this form of fascism. Both Rastafari and
non-Rastafari raised their voices against the Italian bombardment, but in
Jamaica the individuals who were preaching that Haile Selassie was a Messiah
found an outlet for their ideas through the Ethiopian World Federation.

This analysis of the origins of the Rasta links the first ideas of the movement
to the writings of the Voice of Ethiopia to further stress the view that the ideas
expressed by black people that Haile Selassie was the Lion of Judah was no mere
millenarian escapism. The question which could be asked is what made
Jamaicans who identified with Ethiopia millenarian, and those who walked
around with pictures of the British King well-adjusted? The answer to this
question is explored in the context of the idealism of the society, but more
significantly within the realm of the response of the masses to colonialism.

The resistance of 1938 forms the central theme of this chapter, for this
rebellion was an important point in Jamaican and Caribbean history.

In 1938 the sufferers accepted the ‘brown man leadership’ and for a while
rejected the Bogle and Rastafari cry of “Colour for colour”. The conditions of
the poor and the results of the revolt are underlined to centralise the fact that the
Rastafari developed in the absence of a materialist tradition in the society,
especially after the massive population movements during the fifties.

After World War II the biggest movement of the population since the days of
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slavery took place, and it is from that period that the beliefs of the Rastafari in
repatriation and the rejection of the leadership of the two-party system took
form. _

Because of the range of influences which came to bear on the origin of the
Rastafari, this chapter seeks to illuminate the elements which were paramount,
and does not seek to recount the history of Jamaica in this period. The richness
of the period is captured by Ken Post in his book Arise Ye S tarvelings; but his
work represents the sufferers as Quashie and the Rasta as millenarian. The

thrust of this chapter is to bring to life the rise and fall of the petty bourgeois
nationalism of the two-party system.

The Origins of Rastafari

In 1930, in the region of Africa then known as Abyssinia, Ras Tafari, the
great-grandson of King Sahela Selassie of Shoa and Son of Ras Makonnen, was
crowned King Negus Negusta, after serving fourteen years as Prince Regent of
this proud and independent African society. King Negus Negusta was crowned
Emperor and assumed the throne name of Haile Selassie T on November 2;
1930, subsequent to the death of Empress Zawditu in April of the same year.

Between April and November, when the official coronation took place, Ras
Tafari went to great lengths to let the world know that a black African leader
was joining the international community of Kings and Princes. Arrays of
princes and other powers attended the ceremony and the retinue of journalists
recorded for history the pomp and colour as ras* after ras in full regalia bowed
in homage before the imperial throne.

Colour pictures of the proceedings were reprinted in newspapers throughout
the Western world and newsreels of the ceremonies for the first time gave many
blacks a visual perception of Ethiopia. The pictures of this African King with an
African army, along with the Duke of Gloucester — heir to the British throne —
bowing before him sent a surge of pride through all Africans.

Black nationalists in Harlem, USA, celebrated the coronation, for they saw in
Haile Selassie a powerful black man who possessed the capacity to restore to
African peoples their respect, rights and dignity. Already in the period of the
Harlem Renaissance one of the serious nationalist organisations was called the

Abyssinians. Following the long tradition of the Ethiopian movement the
Africans in America had declared that they were citizens of Ethiopia and that
black people should take out citizenship under the flag of Abyssinia.

The Abyssinians had branches in Detroit, Chicago, Washington and New
York, and their militant anti-capitalist language drew hostile attention,
especially after they called upon the black people of the USA to burn the

American flag' and sold the Abyssinian flag for one dollar (US), along with
certificates of Abyssinian citizenship.

* Ras was the title used for a nobleman in Ethiopia.

71
Rasta and Resistance

i i i he attention of the general
The first Rastafari to appear in Jamaica came to t > 8
population through incidents which were similar to those of tl_‘Le Abyssi{mans ?f
the USA. Leonard Percival Howell began preachn‘lg 1o Jamaican blﬁc erop e;
that their loyalty should be to the Emperor of Ethiopia and not to the hmi od
England. Howell, from St. Catherine, was one ;))f thosg ]arlrlgat?:c?ianls‘I ;v ITcl)ovgd
igrated overseas, returning to the xslar}d in December )
gl;tgween Kingston 3and St. Thomas, proclaiming his message that black p;:_;)p.{e
could not have two kings and that the only true king was Emperor Haile
SelTa;S;ebaily Gleaner, the voice of the planters and merchants which ca_rried
stories of Britain and the writings of the racist Rgdyard Kipling, gave pc;tu;e ﬂt}o
the white cultural leaders of Jamaica of the true s1gﬁl1ﬁii1nce anc} po:;ggi ‘c:] s E
i ivi i ici rges of sedi
doctrine of Howell by giving wide publicity to the cha
w(z:re being preferred against him because he s.old pictures of a black Emgg:)o;.
Within the space of one year Howell was holding meetings of more than . u}
the Pear Tree Grove and Leith Hall Districts of St. Thomas, the parish of Pau
l ! . s -
Bolgt E:was clear to the colonial authorities that the message of the Rasaafan
constituted a potent anti-colonial message, for the Gleaner reporter declared, on
hearing Howell’s message, that:

“devilish attacks are made at these meetings on government, both loczl

and imperial, and the whole conduct of the meeting would tend to provoke
= 3 i3 »

an insurrection if taken seriously.”

Police officers were taking the megtings se_ariously, for they \Tlatctizit?ﬁ;h
apprehension as the people placed their trust in Howell — solin}lcdosi?l g mz
sang songs saying “Day by day I see what Leor}ard Howef 13 e Wg,;l e
soul.” Officers who tried to infiltrate the meeting at Seaf o; (1) ey
arrested Howell on charges of sedition, for in the vn.'or.ds of the coloni
Howell abused the Sovereign and Governor of Jamaica:

“thereby intending to excite hatred and contempt for his ma]esg)l rhii ng
of England and of those responsible for the government qf tkg is clm é‘ and
1o create disaffection among the sub]ec{s 'of his majesty m”ihzs island an
to disturb the public peace and tranquility of the island.

i iti i he potential of a black man

lonial authorities were SO CONSCIOUS gf t ' _ :
Trlz)ilgioming Haile Selassie as the messiah that it was the Chief Justice of ]aixllamg
Et the time, Sir Robert Grant, who presided over the speedy trial of Howell an )
his Deputs; Robert Hinds. These two Rastafarians were serlnenc?d to twof ﬁafls
hard labomj and one year hard labour respectivlfly, forlselhng pu;itug;f] ;‘eroraloef

i illi i hat the newly crowne

Selassie for one shilling and declaring th : gty

iopi i _ literally the returned messiah. Bo
Ethiopia was the King of black men - I E L e e

i v should n

had defied the colonial State by telling black people .
1;:3? izsxes, for the island was theirs; and that they were part of the African
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nation.

The incarceration of Howell was the first attempt of many by the colonialists
to crush the Rastafari. While they hounded Garvey out of Jamaica, there were
t}qousands of poor blacks who were taking Garvey’s promise of redemption
literally and identifying the Emperor of Ethiopia as a principal force in this
redemption.

This nationalist response to white imperialism which was to become the
Rastafari movement developed independently in Jamaica, and the first teachers
of the movement — Leonard Howell, Archibald Dunkley and Joseph Hibbert —
were workers who had laboured both in Jamaica and in the USA. Howell was
continually harassed by the State, to the point where they committed him to the
mental asylum in Kingston.

The State was terrified that the Rastafarians were not only linking themselves
to Et}}iopia, but also called themselves Nya men — linking their ideas to the anti-
colonial movement of Kigezi, Uganda — Nyabingi — which called for “Death to
Black and White Oppressors.” i

One of the reliable ways of reconstructing the ideas of Rasta and the growth of
the movement would be to look beyond the published accounts of the
development of the Rastafari movement in Jamaica, which link the movement
so[e}y to Haile Selassie and Ethiopia. The ideas and beliefs which formed the
basis of the movement developed over a fifty-year period and it is clear that
when dgaling with a social, cultural and religious movement like that of the
Rastafari one must analyse the contradictions of the society which gave rise to
Rasta, so that it becomes difficult to make definitive judgements about any one
phase of the movement. *

.While those Garveyites who had some limited status in the society joined the
Citizens Associations and were pressing for advancement within the colonial
structure, African identity was basing itself within the working class and rural
poor in the form of Rastafari.

The i_dentiﬁcation with Nyabingi showed a level of ideological advance over
the limited religious expressions of the Bedwardites, who spoke of the “black
wall and the white wall.” Those Rastafarians who called themselves Nya men
had understood, as the peasants of Uganda, that black agents of the colonialists
1111(:? the black slave drivers and the ‘house niggers’, could be just as brutal as thé
whites. ;

Up. to the present the Nyabingi legacy in Kigezi, Uganda, is a legacy of anti-
colonialism. For when Britain sought to extend the colonialism of forced labour,
compulsory crops and unjust taxation on the peoples of #he South West region
of Uganda, the people resorted to armed struggle to resist British imperialism.
Queen Muhumusa, who stood out as a valiant leader in resisting Britain, called

upon all the resources of the society to fight the British, to the point where spirit
mediums were incorporated in the struggle.
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The battle between the peoples of Kigezi raged for more than 20 years, and
despite the capture and banishment of the Queen, the armed confrontations
continued. When the Europeans thought that they could impose indirect rule
through the use of Buganda (African) agents, the people of Kigezi attacked the
black District Commissioners so that there was an awareness among the people
that oppression could wear a black skin as well as a white one.

This awareness found sympathy in Jamaica where the Rastafari, who
proclaimed that Haile Selassie was crowned Emperor to redeem black people,
read in local newspapers about the Nyabingi movement. Ken Post, in his book
Arise Ye Starvelings, asserts that a contributor to a local Jamaican newspaper ~
Plain Talk — had written in 1933 that the leadership of the Nyabingi movement
was taken over by Haile Selassie.® The writer had proclaimed that Haile Selassie
would lead a revolt of the blacks against the whites; and the words of the article
seemed prophetic as the news of the Italian invasion of Ethiopia was splashed
across the front pages of the newspapers in Jamaica.

Rastafari, the Black World and the Italian Invasion of Abyssinia

The spiritual, political and cultural bonds between Jamaican workers, including
the Rastafarians, and Africa and Ethiopia were increased subsequent to the
fascist invasion of Abyssinia in 1935. Jamaican newspapers printed front page
stories of the atrocities which were being carried out by Italy, who tested the
latest instruments of death in Africa. Poisonous gas, aerial bombardment, the
creation of concentration camps and those barbarous fascist practices which
were to become commonplace during World War IT were tested on Africans in
Ethiopia between 1935-41.

Black people throughout the world interpreted the war as a racial war in so far
as the European powers of the League of Nations supplied equipment and spare
parts for the Italian war machine, while they were refusing to deliver arms to the
Emperor of Ethiopia to defend the mass of African people.

The progress of the war was discussed as eagerly in the villages of the world as
it was debated in the press and parliaments of Europe. Africans throughout the
colonial world showed such an eagerness to fight in Abyssinia that the British
were genuinely afraid that the reporting of the war could lead to anti-colonial
revolts. From St. Lucia to Johannesburg, from Chicago to Ghana, from
Kingston to London, black men and women offered to go to fight in Abyssinia.®

As far as the mass of black people in the world were concerned, the defence of
Ethiopia was the defence of black dignity, and George Padmore, writing in
Crisis magazine in 1935, summed it up correctly when he declared that it was the
“duty of every black man and woman to render maximum moral and material
support to the Ethiopian people in their singlehanded struggle against Italian
fascism and not too friendly world”.”

Black workers rioted in the streets of New York and there were pitched
battles between Italians and blacks in New York City.* Black newspapers in
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America exposed the duplicity of the European governments and in 1935 black
people throughout the world were in the vanguard of the fight against fascism.
This was certainly the view of a massive anti-fascist demonstration in Montego
Bay, Jamaica, reported in the Gleaner on October 15, 1935,

At packed meetings black people called upon Britain to repeal the Foreign
Enlistment Act and 1,400 signed a petition to allow Jamaicans to enlist in the
Ethiopian army “‘to fight to preserve the glories of our ancient and beloved
empire”’. Garveyites took the lead in calling mass meetings to denounce the
ITtalian aggression. Mrs Amy Jacques Garvey addressed a packed meeting at the
Ward Theatre on 13th October, 1935, and at the end of the meeting the
Kingston Division of the U.N.I.A. called upon the British to allow ex-
servicemen to volunteer to fight in Ethiopia.’

Meanwhile in South Africa, black workers who were organised under the
ideas of Garveyism began a march up the continent to assist their African
brothers in Abyssinia. They were turned back a few hundred miles by the
British, who disarmed them.™

Britain took the protest in the Caribbean very seriously, for when the
U.N.L.A. petitioned the Jamaican Governor, Sir Edward Denham, to be
allowed to go to fight, this petition was forwarded to the Colonial Office. The
criticisms of British collusion by blacks in the Caribbean were circulated to
British governors in Africa with the advice to the governors that the criticisms
were unfounded and that the war was not a racial war.”

To counter the militant anti-colonial sentiments which were developing in the
islands, the British called upon loyal colonials to pass resolutions placing on
record the ‘“dignified efforts of the government of Great Britain to secure
peace”. The mulattoes and Afro-Saxons of the Kingston and St. Andrew
Council did pass such a resolution, but the broad mass of black people deepened
their identification with the Ethiopian Emperor; while the fact of the war was
deliberately used as a device to strengthen the resolve to oppose the onerous
conditions of the plantation society.

While Ethiopia featured as an external reference point for those who were in
the forefront of the riots, the Rastafarians spread their theory that the Emperor
was invincible, and one of the most prized pictures of the Rasta in Jamaica was
that of the caped Emperor inspecting troops with his foot on an unexploded
bomb.

Rasta identified the colonial state and the church as the principal agents of
oppression to such an extent that zealous brethren could shout “fire and
brimstone” as they passed the established churches of the colonial society.
These sentiments were not unique to the Rastafarians: in West Africa young
nationalists equated the church with oppression in the midst of the war, for the
Pope in Rome had given his blessing to the fascist adventures of Benito
Mussolini.

Identifying the League of Nations as the League of European Brotherhood,
these nationalists declared:
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“The means whereby the Africans, particularly those of West Africa,
have been kept in subjection under the European nations is religion and
Christianity. The Tralo-Ethiopian war is destined to prove to the African
masses that Europe with all its civilisation is still enshrined in barbarism
and that Western civilisation is sheer mockery. It is also destined ro prove
to the African masses that religion, especially Christianity as it has been
introduced by the whiteman to the Blackman is a heinous mass of
deception. We must worship God according 1o our conviction, not
according to the whiteman’s Christianity. We must see Christ as a
Blackman and all the Holy Angels as negroes. As for Western
cioilisation, it has to be properly sifted. Take whart is good from it and
throw the rest in the dustbin.”"

These sentiments, which were articulated by the Pan-Africanist Wallace
Johnson, in Ghana, were being echoed in Jamaica by the Rastafari as the
aggression against Ethiopia spurred on fresh interest in the Garveyite
conception of a black God. But in the midst of the war, Marcus Garvey
castigated the Ethiopian monarch for his lack of preparedness for battle. When
Haile Selassie had to flee from his kingdom and took refuge in London, Marcus
Garvey, who was in London at the time, separated support for Haile Selassie
from support for the people of Abyssinia. Garvey was aware of the callous
neglect of the poor peasantry in Ethiopia and he castigated the Emperor for not
unleashing the potential of his people to attempt to lift the living standards of
the masses. Writing in the Blackman in 1936 Garvey maintained that:

“Mussolini of Italy has conquered Haile Selassie, but he has not
conquered the Abyssinians or Abyssinia. The Emperor of Abyssinia
allowed himself to be conquered by plaving white, by trusting whiie
advisers and by relying on white governments, including the white League
of Nations ... If Haile Selassie had educated thousands of his countrymen
and women, and raised them to the status of culture and general
knowledge necessary to civilisation, the Italians never could have dared
an offensive against Abyssinia, because Abyssinia could have found
leaders on the spot competent and ready to throw back the invader. But
that is not all. If Haile Selassie had negotiaied the proper relationship
with the hundreds of millions of Africans outside Abyssinia, in South and
Central America, in the United States, in Canada, in the West Indies, in
Australia, he could have had an orgawisation of men and women ready
for service, not only in the development of Abyssinia as a great Negro
nation, but on the spur of the moment to protect it from any foreign foe.
But he had no diplomatic agents among Negroes anywhere and the few
that he did appoint were to the courts of white nations and they were
chiefly white men or Abyssinians who were married to Italians and had
great leanings towards whites whom they tried 10 ape.”’”

Garvey’s correct analysis of the dependence of the Abyssinian ruling class on
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Europe did not dissuade those Jamaicans who interpreted the world in biblical
terms. This biblical interpretation of the events in Abyssinia deepened as Haile
Selassie in exile sought to mobilise the favourable international response among
blacks through an organisation called the Ethiopian World Federation.™

Rastafari and the Ethiopian World Federation

A great deal of the support for the Abyssinians can be explained in terms of the
search for an ethnic and racial identity amongst Afro-Americans and Westin-
dians within the context of the massive exploitation and oppression they faced in
the midst of the capitalist depression of the thirties. This period of assertive
identification with Ethiopia, which had been characteristic of the individual
Rastafari brethren in Jamaica, took an organisational form in the U.S.A. as
Haile Selassie sent his cousin to New York to try to bring some cohesion to the
many groups which were campaigning for the cause of Ethiopia.

Dr. Malaku Bayen, the official representative and the cousin of Haile
Selassie, founded the Ethiopian World Federation in 1937 in New York City,
out of the ranks of Garveyites, Communists and religious leaders; and within a
short time he had established branches throughout the major black centres of
the U.S.A. and the Caribbean. The programme of the Ethiopian World
Federation (E.W.F.) was based on eight principles:

(1) the unity of blacks in all parts of the world;

(2) financial and moral support of Ethiopia and Ethiopian refugees;

(3) definite action as a united whole against wrongs perpetrated against
members of the race in any part of the world;

(4) demand for the continental independence and full sovereignity of Ethiopia;
(5) Ethiopia for Ethiopians at home and abroad;

(6) no surrender to Italian aggression in Ethiopia;

(7) to aid Ethiopians in their determined and never failing campaign to expel
Italians from Ethiopia; and

(8) t;o prepare our people to take their rightful place among the nations of the
earth.”

Through their newspaper, the Voice of Ethiopia, the Ethiopian World
Federation promoted support for Ethiopia and Haile Selassie under the slogan
One God, One Brotherhood, in a conscious attempt to counter criticism of the
Emperor’s exile in London, The Voice of Ethiopia attempted to follow the
tradition of the Garvey newspaper, the Negro World, and it was clear from the
correspondents of the newspaper that the former branches of the U.N.L.A. in
Africa and the Caribbean were recipients of the paper.

Under the masthead “It is better to die free than to live in slavery” and the
slogan “Ethiopia Must be Free, Blackman Must be Free”, this paper and the
E.W.F. linked the future of Ethiopia to the freedom of blacks everywhere.

In Jamaica the paper was read with interest, and within a year the first branch
of the E.W.F., Local 17, was established in Kingston. L.F.C. Mantle, the
prolific writer of Plain Telk who had organised the Ethiopian Medical Aid
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Fund, was the first president. From that date until the birth of the Twelve
Tribes all the dispersed and heterogeneous individuals who preached that Haile
Selassie was the messiah became organised under one international body, and
the Rastafari Movemesnt began to take shape in the Jamaican society.

Many of the beliefé and teachings of the present Rasta were taken from the
Voice of Ethiopia; for example, the E.W.F. called upon all black people

“to learn Amharic, the history and culture of Ethiopia, and to learn about

their own church — the Ethiopian Orthodox Church — which dates back to

the 4th century and was founded by St. Mark™.
Rastafari in Jamaica, whose only link with Africa was through The Voice of
Africa and Garvey’s Bfackman, were not to know that the linguistic and cultural
diversity of Ethiopi# was richer than Amharic, and that the promotion of
Ambaric as opposed to other Ethiopian languages was part of the cultural
chauvinism of the Ethiopian ruling class.

Thus Rastas, in their communities, studied Amharic as an African language
and tried to establish a system of spiritual and religious expression in keeping
with Ethiopian Orthodoxy.* At their Sunday night meetings the brethren
waved the black, red and green flag of Garvey, beat their drums and sang with
fervour that ““the Lion of Judah shall break every chain and bring us the victory
again and again”.

These adherents of black nationalism accepted literally the claim of the
Ethiopian World Federation that Haile Selassie was the Elect of God and Light
of the World. When the Voice of Ethiopia added that the true Israelites were
black and that Africans formed the Twelve Tribes of Israel, giving an historical
account of the Falashas who, it claimed, had carried the Ark of the Covenant
back to Ethiopia,’ many Rastas believed that blacks were indeed the children
of Israel.

The influence of the E.\W.F. waned during World War II, especially after the
death of Dr. Malaku Bayen in 1940; but more significantly because the ideas of
the Rasta by themselves could not carry the people forward in the anti-colonial
struggle. The movement was revived during the fifties when the divisive nature
of Jamaican two-party politics led to scepticism among many workers. In 1955
the New York branch of the E.W.F. sent Mamie Richardson, the singer, to
Jamaica to popularise the work of the E.W.F., and within a short time the
E.W.F. expanded to over 18 branches.

It was at this time that the ideas of repatriation began to become an important
set of ideas among the Rasta. These ideas of going back to Africa were given
currency by the black nationalist paper of New York — The African Opinion —
which carried on the work of the Voice of Ethiopia in deifying the Emperor of

{1
*The Rastafari had introducc&fﬁ\to Jamaican society the orthodox version of Christianity in which God was human
and divine. This theory — the dyophysite — is the thrust of one of the beliefs of the Rasta and is different from the
Western belief — the monophysite theory — which helds that Christ has one narure. The Ethiopian monarch
promoted these ideas as a variant of the divine rights of kings in such a way that the Ethiopian Orthodox Church
was a pillar of the Ethiopian State. For an analysis of the differences between the monophysite and the dyophysite
theory see The Church of Ethiopia, published by the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, Addis Ababa.
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Ethiopia, declaring that the victory over Italy and the return of the Emperor
showed that he was the Congquering Lion of Fudah.”

The full essence of Rasta doctrine, while expressing a sense of racial solidarity
among the Jamaican poor, could not and did not concentrate on social
transformation within Jamaica or the Caribbean; hence, while the surge of
initerest in Africa served as an external reference point, the conditions of poverty
and exploitation in the Caribbean demanded direct political action.

The fact that the Ethiopian masses had taken to arms was deliberately used as
a device to strengthen the resolve of the blacks in the Caribbean to oppose
colonialism. This resolve led to the violent confrontations which shook the
Caribbean — beginning in St. Vincent and Guyana in 1935, spreading like bush
fire to Trinidad and Antigua, and erupting in Jamaica in 1938."

The Capitalist Depression in Jamaica

The theological questions of whether Haile Selassie was divine and human or
simply a messiah and redeemer paled into insignificance as the conditions of
the capitalist depression threatened the whole livelihood of the working poor. So
wretched were the conditions of unemployment and underemployment that the
threat of force and the use of force remained central to the process of alienating
labour in Jamaica. !

The majority of workers (except for those artisans who had registered under
the 1919 trade union ordinance) were not organised in their own organisations.
The planter monopoly over most of the arable land and over the reward for work
meant that the working people of Jamaica, like the majority of colonised
workers, suffered from a special type of super exploitation. Civil disputes
between employers and employees were placed under the sanction of criminal
law, according to the Masters and Servants Ordinance, and it was not until 1940
that the penal sanctions of the Masters and Servants Law were abolished.”

The fact that the working people in the colonies had no political rights meant
that the legal protection afforded to trade unions in capitalist countries under
the Trade Union Law of 1919 was not extended to them. There was no
Workers' Compensation Law, no factory legislation which provided for the
minimum safety regulations in the sugar mills, no minimum wage, and the
militarist notion of industrial relations was evident from the fact that the
Commissioner appointed by the Colonial Office to investigate Labour Conditions
in the West Indies was a major in the British Armed Forces.”

Without the right to fight for better wages and without the ability to vote, the
political deprivation of the broad masses ensured that in 1938, one hundred
years after the emancipation of slavery, the same rate of 1/- (one shilling) per day
for cutting cane was being paid as in 1838, Rates for particular tasks were not
fixed by general agreement or collective bargaining, but usually on the spot. In
1937 the day rates for the back breaking tasks of weeding and cutting cane on
the plantations ranged from nine pence (9d) to ten and a half pence a day.”
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The tasks of cutting sugar cane, loading bananas, of digging and breaking
rockstones with handtools, and the general tasks of the underdeveloped
economy were particularly labour intensive. Banana loaders who worked in
tattered rags throughout the night, balancing two or three bunches of bananas
on their heads, had to make worksongs to alleviate the degrading conditions of
supplying bananas for consumption in Europe and America.”

Allan G. St. Claver Coombs, in giving testimony before the Royal
Commission in 1939, told how banana loaders had to run and walk while loading
the boats, and how the loaders, who worked in a line, were whipped if they
broke the line.

It was the conjunction of low pay, poor housing and the absence of political
rights and rampant coercion which led the poor people to call themselves
sufferers. This characterisation of the poor as sufferers was the people’s attempt
to define their location in the international system. Efforts to unduly separate
the urban poor from the rural poor and small farmers in recent scholarship
overshadow the unique characteristics of the proletarianised masses in the
Caribbean. The vast outmigration of poor people from the society was such that
many of the one hundred and seventy-four thousand who returned to Jamaica
returned to the rural areas, hoping to survive as small farmers, but hiring
themselves out as seasonal labourers.

There was always overlap between the position of small farmers and workers,
while the incomplete crystallisation of the class structure meant that many
workers were not completely separated from their means of subsistence.

So unique was the character of the labouring masses that the total wage
earning population of 269,000 in 1937 was not significantly higher than the
numbers who had been migrant workers in Central America and the USA.
Thousands of those who were forced to leave Central America during the
depression returned to their village communities or joined the ranks of the
unemployed.”

The existence of a large pool of unskilled labour and the high rates of
unemployment meant that the ratio of labour to capital was always high; and the
presence of the large army of reserve labour acted as a social sanction which was
as effective as direct State coercion in the control of the working people.

Not only did the existence of the large numbers of unemployed depress the
wages of those toiling under the sun, but the low wages meant that the labourer
had to bring his whole family into the web of exploitation. Many of those in the
rural areas depended on family labour to provide food from the provision
grounds and the disposable income went to buy clothes and occasionally codfish
and mackerel.

Workers in the urban areas were hardest hit by the capitalist depression:
wages actually fell between 1935 and 1937. Working class families were further
humiliated by the fact that the mothers had to hire themselves out as domestic
servants, working from 6 a.m to 10 p.m. for between two shillings and six pence
to six shillings per week. On top of this they had to feed themselves out of this
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wage. There was no legislation to regulate the number of hours worked and the
call for a mimimum wage was never considered in the society.

The objective deterioration of living standards was clear to the colonisers,
who in their attempts to compile a cost of living index showed by their own
calculations that it would take a worker 6 days to be able to afford a loaf of
bread.” Constant surveys by the State reported that it was impossible to balance
the family budget.”

Report followed report in tragi-comic succession, commenting on the
appalling conditions of the people, the undernourishment and malnutrition of
children and the absence of rudimentary social services. Hookworm, yaws, beri-
beri, scurvy and rickets accounted for a considerable measure of disability, and
the absence of clean running water led to numerous bowel diseases.

The low standards of sanitation helped to stunt the general state of health of
the sufferers. From time to time the whites drew attention to the poor state of
dwellings, the overcrowding, the presence of rats and the precarious structures
with earthen floors which the poor called homes. The Moyne Commission had
this to say of the notorious Smith’s Village in Kingston:

“In parts of Smith’s Villages, on the outskiris of Kingston in Famaica,
we found large arveas covered by ruinous shacks none of which could have
escaped condemnation n this country even under standards long since
abandoned.”*

The conditions of squalor were accentuated by overcrowding, and the names
given to these slums were most appropriate, e.g. Swine Lane in Montego Bay,
and Dungle, i.e. Dung Hill, in Kingston.

The living conditions of the people and the absclute impoverishment of the
society was one clear indicator of the inadequate technique and general
backwardness of this underdeveloped capitalism.” The political power of the
planters ensured that production was limited to the production of export crops —
bananas, sugar, coffee — and there was actual hostility to the exploitation of
other productive resources.

It necessitated the entrance of US capital after the war to exploit the vast
bauxite resources — with negative results for the society. The depression in
Europe sent the price of sugar down from £16.15/- per ton in 1927 to £9.19/- and
ten pence in 1937. So abysmally low were the prices of colonial products that in
1936 the price of a ton of raw sugar and the price of a ton of hay were the same.

Hence, after the society planted the cane, weeded the land, reaped the cane,
transported it to the factory and ground it, the price was the same as for a Sussex
farmer cutting a ton of hay to store for the winter. It was this complete
domination of the colonial society which precipiated the mass resistance of the
sufferers in 1938; and as in 1865, the leadership came from the ranks of the

poor.
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And The People Rise Up in 1938

The revolt of the poor in Jamaica formed an important turning point in the
history of the society and is significant in the study of the Rastafari; for though
the Rastas did not play a central role in the rebellion, the ideas of black
consciousness which were taught by Garvey and carried forward by the Rastas
helped to instil the confidence necessary to confront the British State.

It is not insignificant that the 100th anniversary of the abolition of slavery
began with a workers’ revolt in the parish of Paul Bogle and of the Bongo men;
and in the area with the largest concentration of Rastafarians.

At Serge Island in St. Thomas, 1,400 workers armed with machetes and
sticks went on strike for higher wages on the fifth of January. They forthrightly
demanded higher wages, stopped carts and wagons from entering or leaving the
estate and practically shut down the parish of St. Thomas. The colonial State,
which always supported the planters, brought police reinforcements from
Kingston. In the resulting attack by the police on the sufferers, 34 strikers were
injured and 60 were arrested.*

The rebellion in St. Thomas set a pattern which was replicated throughout
the length and breadth of Jamaica. In every parish the workers and small
farmers blocked roads, cut telephone wires, broke down bridges, burnt cane
fields, destroyed banana trees, ambushed the police with sticks and stones, and
stood up to demand an end to the semi-slavery conditions of the society. This
revolt heralded the return to history of the proletarianised masses; and the
protests were distinguished by the organisation, mobilisation and self-expres-
sion of the workers and their leaders.

The self-expression of the Jamaican sufferers had developed considerably
during the depression, and the activities of the Garveyites and Rastafari had
imbued a deep sense of race consciousness and confidence among the poor.”

During 1937 there were hunger marches organised by the Jamaica Workers
and Tradesman Union (J.W.T.U.), the trade union which was formed and
organised by the workers themselves. The Headquarters of the J.W.T.U. was at
39 Barnett Street in Montego Bay, where Marcus Garvey had spoken on his visit
to Western Jamaica in 1929. Allan George Coombs, the ex-serviceman who
started the union, worked tirelessly to establish branches throughout Jamaica
and it was Coombs and the ex-Garveyites, like Tom Tom, who welcomed
Alexander Bustamante to the organisation of the workers.™

The militant and direct action of Coombs on behalf of the sufferers could be
distinguished from the plethora of Citizens’ Associations and Welfare Groups
which were the main organisations of the burgeoning petty bourgeoisie (usually
called the middle class). This stratum simmered under the crude degradation of
colonialism, but they did not link their protest to that of the masses, for they
had internalised the disparaging attitudes of the whites towards black people.
Their protests consisted of writing letters to the newspapers and to the Colonial
Office. It was not until after the violent and spontaneous protest of the poor that
this stratum joined the push for self-determination and political rights.

ili
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While the Jamaican middle class remained equivocal and hesitant in their
protest, the sufferers embarked on the making of a statement of their
deprivation. This statement was written in blood.

Construction workers at Frome Sugar Estate in Westmoreland confronted the
big conglomerate Tate and Lyle, demanding four shillings per day and rejecting
the two shillings and six pence which was offered. Among the ranks of these
skilled workers were returned migrants who were aware of the vast profits of
companies such as Tate and Lyle, and through their experiences in Central
America understood the gains of increased wages as a consequence of
unionisation and organised protests.

Coombs had been active in Westmoreland, but the crucial leadership during
the strike of April 29, 1938, came out of the ranks of the workers themselves.
When the employers tried to use scab labour from the vast reserve of men who
had assembled to seek work, one of the workers’ leaders rallied the more than
one thousand strikers, saying:

“It will be death. We have three days’ pay to get from the Company. Let
them pay us now. I is going to be serious here today. I have read that the
Company wanted 1000 men at 4/- per day and the best acconsnodation. I
have heard it said that if we accept 2/6 per day we will be paid: bur [
want 1o tell you that if any men accept 2/6 per day, if it is even my father,
I will bear the gallows for him.”

This uncompromising spirit guided the actions of the poor, who defended
themselves when the manager fired shots to scare them and called in the police
to disperse the strikers instead of paying them. Armed policemen were rushed
in to intimidate the workers, and when the police decided to stand their ground
the police opened fire, killing four sufferers, among them an expectant mother.
Thirteen others were injured and 105 were arrested; calm only returned when
the mobile appeaser, Alexander Bustamante, arrived from Kingston to offer to
mediate on behalf of the workers.

Bustamante endeared himself to the sufferers by siding with them against the
police, and since this was very unusual for a ‘brown man’ to do, the reputation
of Bustamante as a defender of the rights of the poor increased, especially after
the prolonged strikes and takeover of the streets of Kingston by the dockers and
their allies.

In Kingston the news of the police violence against the strikers led to a new
sense of solidarity. Mass meetings in the capital raised the question of poor
wages and linked the events in Frome to the ongoing strike by the dockers.

These workers at the docks in Kingston had demonstrated a level of class
consciousness and sensitivity towards the world economy which they serviced,
for they were closely tied to the import/export functions of the economy. The
strike by the dockers was supported by the unemployed of Kingston, who on
May 23, 1938 moved to take over the city of Kingston. The colonial report
recorded that:
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“Persons of all classes going to business were set upon, public properry
was destroved, streets blocked and train cars attacked. A hostile mob
entered the Sewage Pumping Station and drove out the staff and another
took possession of the Gold Street Power Station of the Famaica Public
Service Company. Several thousand people collected in Harbour Street,
where Bustamante and Grant were endeavouring to hold a public
meeting, and refused to disperse ai the request of the police. They were
eventually dislodged by a baton charge undertaken by 60 officers and men
who were subjected to a rain of stones and brickbats.”’*

All the elements of the rebellion could be gathered from the report, for the
people would not move until their demands for better wages were met and
until Bustamante and St. William Grant (who had emerged as leaders) were
released from detention. In forthright solidarity with Bustamante and Grant the
workers and their allies refused to listen to Norman Washington Manley, who
had offered himself as a mediator.

Manley, who had built up a career as an attorney for the big local and foreign
capitalists, had urged the workers to go back to work; but the workers held out
even after the police had been reinforced by the British army of occupation, the
Sherwood Foresters.

Marching under homemade banners and singing the songs of war and
resistance, ““Onward Christian Soldiers Marching Unto War”, the heritage of
cultural resistance was being translated into armed revolts. This revolt in
Kingston called forth a positive response from the weak-hearted middle class,
who threw their organisational skills behind the workers, hoping to channel
rebellion into narrow constitutional struggles.

Herein lay the essence of the emergence of Norman Washington Manley as a
political leader.” But the project of the middle stratum was not destined to
succeed until after the smoke of the rifles had cleared and the leaders of the
workers were put in jail,

During May and June every parish was convulsed by armed resistance as
groups of poor people confronted the forces of the Colonial State with their lives
From May 28 to June § banana loaders who had been whipped, cane cutters
who wanted more pay, domestic servants who wanted better working
conditions, small farmers who wanted to end the monopoly of white sugar
barons and the unemployed who wanted work took over towns and plantations
and stood up for their rights.

Faced with the clear determination of the poor the police responded with
simple brurality. The Colonial State’s own inquiry stated:

“A number of witnesses were heard before the Commission whose
evidence was directed to show that the police were not justified in firing on
the crowd on the morning of Fune 3rd at Islington, St Mary. They went
Sfurther and said that there was no crowd and that the police deliberately
picked out persons and shot them.”>
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Eight persons were killed and 32 wounded by gunshot, and more than 139
received injuries from the police, the army and the hastily recruited special
constables; but this tool only gave notice to the white planter class that their
period of political hegemony was now coming to an end.

The year 1938 was historic, for it showed that all sections of the
proletarianised masses were organised and that direct action was the only way to
bring about change. The ferocity of the rebellion only subsided after the
employers decided to increase wages and the colonial authorities enacted labour
legislation which legalised the activities of trade unions, amended the Masters
and Servants Law, passed a Workmen’s Compensation Law and provided for
inspection and enforcement of safety regulations in the sugar factories.

These limited gains of the masses provided the stepping-stone for the aspiring
petty bourgeoisie who desired to participate more fully in the perverse
capitalism which colonialism had intreduced.™ The political concessions of the
society began in 1938 and ended with the granting of political independence in
1962.

Numerous accounts of the rebellion and its aftermath have centralised the
personalities of Norman Manley and Alexander Bustamante, two cousins who
were jockeying for a place in the planter society. It took some time for Manley,
Bustamante and their supporters to understand that the revolt had fun-
damentally changed the social order. Writing to Robert Kirkwood, his class ally
and director of the sugar conglomerate Tate and Lyle, Norman Manley
reassured him in June 1938 that ““in spite of the disturbances there is much to
laugh about.”

The colonialists welcomed the intervention of Manley, who acted as a force to
restrain the thrust of the rebellion. Praising him, they declared:

“Perhaps no man on the island did more 1o re-establish confidence and
restrict the growth of the disorders than Mr. N.W. Manley, K.C., who
came forward immediately after the beginning of the disturbances, placed
himself unreservedly at the disposal of the working class and undertook to
submit, on their behalf, their claims for better pay and working conditions
to the proper authorities. He appreciated thar what was desired could only
be obrained by consututional means and that if the disturbances were to
continue, the chief sufferers would be the labouring classes themselves.
Both sides were gainers by his intervention: employers had someone with
whom to negotiate, who understood conditions in the island and who
knew what demands could be reasonably made and what could not. Mr.
Manley toiled unceasingly for almost a month, addressing meetings
throughout the island, negotiating with employers, conferring with various
groups on the subject of their demands and finally representing them
before the Board of Conciliation. We think that his services to the
community as a whole were invaluable.”

It would be a historical fallacy to deny that at that time the Jamaican nationalism
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of Manley, Nethersole and those who founded the People’s National Party
(P.N.P.) was progressive. These elements had internalised the positive and
negative ideas of bourgeois democracy and with their organisational skills were
able to take over the leadership of the struggle for independence.

For a short period of the history of Jamaica, black people were willing to
allow the black nationalism and race consciousness of Garveyism and Rasta to
take second place to the strident Jamaican nationalism of the P.N.P. Out of the
bonds on conflict and cooperation the organisation of the middle class emerged
in the form of two principal parties, both with mass working class support.

A great deal of ink has rightly flowed to record the contributions of both
Bustamante and Manley to the formation of the pluralistic society which was
channelled in the form of competition between two political parties. However,
not enough critical work has yet been done to analyse how their competition
spread divisions among the poor workers, escalating into street violence in 1949
and developing to become internecine warfare in the era of neo-colonialism.

Bustamante imprinted his authoritarian stamp on the workers’ movement in
the formation of the Bustamante Industrial Trade Union (B.I.T.U.), and it was
from this trade union base that he launched the Jamaica Labour Party (J.L.P.)
in 1943, when Britain decided to grant universal adult suffrage.™

Initially the People’s National Party escaped the authoritarianism of the J.L.P
and the B.I.T.U., since it was a coalition of ex-Garveyites, educated mulattoes,
elements from the active New York Jamaica Progressive League who had
returned home, and young Jamaicans who linked their ideas to the Marxist
tradition.

It was the organisational and educational work of this core of Marxists which
gave the P.N.P. some credibility among the poor, such that the P.N.P.
eventually became a mass party in 1949, For a short period, the work of Hugh
Buchanan, Richard Hart and Arthur Henry promised to uplift the general
cultural level of the society beyond the stunted mediocrity of the colonial order.

The strength of the left as a force in the P.N.P. led the party to declare a
platform of ‘Democratic Socialism’ in 1940, but after the electoral reverses of
1945 and 1949 and with the McCarthyite anti-communist hysteria of the post-
war era, Norman Manley expelled the Marxists from the P.N.P.* Manley then
brought back his son, Michael Manley, from abroad to organise the P.N.P.’s
faction of the working class under the National Workers’ Union.*

Nepotism, political violence and victimisation became entrenched as part of
the Jamaican political culture in the transition from colonialism to neo-
colonialism. Even before the British flag was lowered on August 6, 1962, the
black masses were becoming cynical about the myth of racial harmony which lay
at the centre of the national motto — Qut of Many One People. Many had begun to
look to the ideas of Rastafari as the promise of the Jamaican nationalists became
a sell-out to the U.S. and Canada.
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The Transition from Colonialism to Neo-Colonialism*

Jamaica limped from formal colonialism to constitutional independence during
a period of international decolonisation. Constitutional independence was not an
end to the struggle of the peor, but was simply an important step in a process
which had been accelerated in 1938 — a process which forced British overrule to
recensider the local arrangements for supervising the colonial economy.

In the period leading up to 1962, the competing elements of both parties were
socialised in the rules of the game to such an extent that the continuities between
the pre-independence and the post-independence period in the area of economic
policies led to workers adopting defensive measures to retain the rights of
collective bargaining and the right to strike.

The decade before independence was characterised by an unprecedented
movement of population consequent upon the penetration of foreign capital.
This penetration was supported by the myth that the society was developing —
the myth clothed in glowing statistics which recorded increases in productivity.

The glowing figures published by the State belied the lopsidedness of the
economy and the unequal division of the social product, United States and
Canadian capital replaced weaker British capital, exploiting the vast reserves of
bauxite, setting up hotels and establishing import substitution industries to
exploit the ‘unlimited labour’.

Between 1950 and 1957 Jamaica became the world’s largest producer of
bauxite after the high grade of the ore was acquired by Canadian and US
companies (Alcan, Reynolds, Kaiser Bauxite; later they were joined by Alpart,
Revere and Alcoa). The mining and processing section of the bauxite industry
replaced sugar as the central pivot of the economy such that the bauxite alumina
complex represented 15 per cent of the Gross Domestic Product and two thirds
of all exports.*

Though the exploration of open pit mining of bauxite never employed more
than 10,000 workers at any one time, it displaced thousands from the rural areas
and increased the burden of unemployment on the society.*

The acute land shortage of the society was further aggravated by the
expansion of the bauxite multi-nationals; for as the companies bought up the
land of the small farmers the foreign capitalists became owners of over 191,000
acres of land, or 7% of the land area of Jamaica, in 1976. Most of the land was
purchased from small farmers, to the point where the activities of the
transnationals displaced 560,000 rural Jamaicans from the countryside between
1943 and 1970.

Small farmers, skilled and unskilled labourers, tradesmen and craftsmen left
the parishes of St. Ann, Clarendon, St. Elizabeth and Manchester on boats and

f Kwame Nkrumah defined neo-colonialism as the stage in which a state has all the trappings of political
independence, but is still economically dependent. See his book, Neo-colonialism, The Last Stage of Imperialism,
Heineman Books, 1965.
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planes for the United Kingdom, as they were pressured off their land. Before
the British imposed immigration controls, 163,000 Jamaicans left their
homeland for the cold and pollution of Manchester and Birmingham, Bristol,
Brixton and Nottingham.” Between 1950 and 1968 an equal number migrated
to the United States and Canada, the real numbers being in dispute, for there
were large numbers of farm workers who broke contract and remained in North
America without the knowledge of the relevant authorities.™

This massive outmigration, along with the migration to the urban areas of
Kingston and Montego Bay, must be seen within the context of the pressures
placed on the people to sell their land. A corollary of this massive movement of
population was that the total acreage under cultivation dropped by 18 per cent
between 1945 and 1968, and the society became more dependent on foreign food
supplies.

This massive movement of population had an unsettling effect on the
cohesiveness and organisation of the working class movement precisely at the
time when the clarity of purpose of the working class movement was needed to
critically comment on the direction of public policy. In this situation of
deepening dependence, the consciousness of the poor was manifest more and
more in the race consciousness of the Rastafari; such that when thousands were
being packed on the boats like bananas, the idea of repatriation became central
to the ideology of the Rastafari and became epitomised in the slogan Africa Yes,

England, No.

The Jamaican nationalism of the petty bourgeoisie was essentially a narrow
project which included cutting off the mass of the Jamaican people from the
West Indian Federation, while the State became a prop to foreign capital by
guaranteeing infrastructural support for industrial enterprises, and permitting
the unlimited remittance of profits to corporate headquarters in Europe and
America.

Norman Girvan, in his study of Foreign Capital and Economic Underdevelop-
ment, exposed how the transnationals perpetuated the underdevelopment of the
society. Jamaican society exhibited the outward appearance of prosperity with
the traffic jams, the chains of supermarkets and resort hotels; but at the same
time the units of housing for the vast majority of the population had been
decreasing, the water supply for the poor was inadequate and more and more
people were going without proper clothing. The decrease in agricultural
production opened the festering sores of unemployment as the young people left
the craggy hills for the slums and tenement yards of Kingston.

On top of the unevenness between town and country, the “Out Of Many One
People” nationalists perpetuated the racial stereotypes consistent with their
image of the black poor. Racist stereotypes of a happy-go-lucky people were
reproduced on glossy tourist brochures in the hothouse effort to organise
recreation for the international bourgeoisie. Public policy was influenced by the
desire to provide the proper economic infrastructure and the proper hospitality
- a smiling, docile population to provide the proper welcome for the Errol
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Flynns, John Connollys and Ian Flemings.

Incredible images, complete with romanticisation of the poverty, were
supported by advertisements in the New York Times — “Rent a Villa, Rent a Car,
Rent a Nanny.” North American investors were courted with incentive
legislation so that they could exploit the expropriated small farmers; and the
continuities between slavery and neo-colonialism were expressed in the
operations of Rose Hall Great House in St. James, which was taken over by a
Chicago investor.

It was not accidental that one of the most important interventions of the
Rastafari brethren took place at Rose Hall in April, 1963, as a protest against the
segregation on the North Coast of Jamaica. In the failure of the promise of 1938
the Rastafari movement began to grow and take shape in Jamaica. The cultural
resistance of the Rastafari marked a new stage in the struggle, even though the
Rastafari never escaped the idealism and mysticism of the society.

Idealism and Materialism in Jamaica

At the ideological level, the economic project of the political leadership
exhibited a level of idealism bordering on naivety in their explicit view that the
development of the society could be built on economic dependence and export
of the population. The idealism was also expressed in the motto — “Out of Many
One People™ — for this motto promoted the myth of racial harmony, a myth
which was given intellectual credence under the rubric of cultural pluralism.*

This ideological smokescreen was increasingly being used to obscure the
interplay between race and class in the society. The idea of the multi-racial
society suggested that power was distributed among all groups equally, but at
the core of the ideas of cultural pluralism was an acceptance of the superiority of
white cultural values. In a society where 91 per cent of the population was
African and a small white minority dominated the State, the motto “Qut of
Many One People” was a sham. It was not surprising therefore that those who
would give a lavish welcome to the Queen of England and hold up Britain as the
barometer of civilisation should call the Rastafari millenarian and escapist.*

The Rastafari, who identified with an African king, were manifesting a
component of the idealism which was central to the character of Jamaican
society. The belief in the supernatural, the centrality of the spirit world and the
religious belief that all contradictions could be solved by a supreme being were
dominant features of the society. While the church and religious institutions had
a large following among the sufferers, the established church was careful not to
excite the masses with ideas of equality before God. But the Rasta represented a
section of the downtrodden blacks who were intent on pushing their claims on
society that black men were equal, to the point where black men should have
their own king and God.

This was a positive feature of a growing but eclectic movement, for one would
not fault the Rastas in a society where the spiritual world was treated as prior to
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nature, and where the existence of a spiritual entity explained and conditioned
the world.

There had never been in Jamaican history a tradition of materialist and
scientific inquiry. Individual Jamaicans who were attracted to the ideas of
socialism and those Marxists who published the Labour Weekly in 1938 raised
questions about the path of development of the society, but these individuals
were never a force which could shape the intellectual development of the
society. Though resolute, they did not have the organisational base nor material
resources to shape the reproduction of ideas, though they made a significant
impact on the society.”

The dominant ideas in the society were the ideas of bourgeois reformism and
reliance on the private entrepreneur. These ideas were disseminated through
various mediums and at the cultural institutions of learning the ideas took shape
with the Arthur Lewis theory of ‘unlimited supplies of labour’, the M.G. Smith
theory of ‘cultural pluralism’ and the American modernisation theories of David
Apter, Lucien Pye and Walt Rostow. The differing variants of the idealists were
to reinforce the dependence of the society.

For a crucial period when the population was being displaced there were no
organisations which sought to imprint a materialist tradition — a tradition which
sought to understand scientifically the real process of development in the
material world, in culture and society. It was not until after the Abeng period,
1968, and the eventual formation of the Workers Liberation League in 1974,
that a bold effort was made in the direction of breaking the idealist traditions.

Rastafari represented one variant of the idealism of the society, but it was
distinguishable in that it was the movement which was vehemently opposed to
the festering sores of racial injustice. These poor Jamaicans, over the period
1930 to 1950, developed a set of beliefs which sought to build upon the
foundations of the race consciousness of Marcus Garvey. The Rastaman started
from the point of view that black people should never forget their African
heritage, and in this they linked their future to the redemption of Africa.

The idealism of the Rasta was an idealism which was pregnant with criticism
of the social order, and more importantly over the period they developed
symbols of resistance. The symbols of the Rasta were interlinked with the
beliefs, and it needs to be re-asserted that none of these symbols or beliefs
emerged spontaneously.” They emerged in relationship to the changes which
were going on in the society. For example, the idea of repatriation never
developed as a full force among the Rastafari until the massive out-migration of
the fifties. And it is important to underline the fact that this pressure towards
repatriation developed in conjunction with the land grant of Haile Selassie to
Africans in the West.

The symbols of the flag, the lion, the drum, the chalice, the locks, and the
distinctive language were reflections of a style of resistance. The Rasta were
neither crazy nor millenarian, for they were part of the sufferers who were
making their own protest against the sickness of the colonial society.,
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Their beliefs developed out of their experiences with a positive identification
with Africa, and it was only after the State realised the full power of Rasta that
the dimension of religious deification of Haile Selassie was centralised, and
theorists in Jamaica began to speak of the ‘Potential of Rastafarianism as a
Modern National Religion’.”

In the process of becoming a central part of the Jamaican society the Rastafari
did not seek to lay any claim to religion. They identified with the Nyabingi,
King Ja Ja of Opobo, Marcus Garvey, Kwame Nkrumah and Patrice
Lumumba, and filled the ideological vacuum with the amalgam of their
political, cultural and idealist ideas.

The Dreadlocks of the hills were making their imprint on the consciousness
of the poor and it is to the evolution of the movement which we now turn. The
Rastafari were creating the musical forms to strengthen the people to meet the
violence and thuggery of neo-colonialism.
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Chapter Four

MAN IN THE HILLS: Rasta, the Jamaican State and the
Ganja Trade

Long before the British flag was lowered in Jamaica on August 6, 1962, the
Rastafarians were among the far-sighted ones who had perceived the neo-
colonial movement of the society. At this time, despite the wanton waste and
dislocation wrought by the foreign companies, the working poor continued to
support the two-party political/trade union centre, hoping that the elementary
concessions wrung in 1938 would be preserved; and the voices of the Rasta were
like shouts in the wilderness.

Many small farmers from St. Elizabeth and St. Ann, who had been uprocted
by the bauxite companies, watched helplessly as the transnational bauxite
companies bulldozed their homes and their small provision grounds to take out
the red dirt from the ground, sending this dirt to the sea on conveyor belts,
where ships could carry it to provide jobs in the aluminium industry in Europe
and North America.

The transnational corporations (TNCs) were only part of the global strategy
of imperialism which allowed the international capitalists to continue to exploit
the labour of the poor of the periphery, while adjusting to the new constitutional
charges of self-government and independence.

One of the most significant contradictions of this period was the rush by the
intermediate classes in the society to accumulate and consume. Leading
politicians openly flouted basic principles of government and the system of
victimisation and political violence was becoming part of the political culture of
Jamaica: much more so after the battle for the control of the streets of Kingston
in 1949 — a battle between Wills O. Isaacs and Alexander Bustamante which
reinforced leaderism and personality politics among the people.

The Rastafarians were the first to comprehend the limitations of constitutio-
nal decolonisation and soon after the 1938 revolt a small group had sought to set
up their own communal form of existence in the hills of St. Catherine. A few of
the Rastas had thrown their lot in with the struggles, and one of the brethren
became a chauffeur for Norman Manley. The colonial State knew that although
the Rastas were not part of the trade union movement, they played a role in the
strikes — so much so that the 1938 Report spoke of ‘““‘ganja smokers who strike
for better conditions.”

Leonard Howell, one of the first spokespersons for the movement, used his
considerable material resources to organise a commune in St. Catherine in 1940.
Howell had used his skills as an organiser for the Ethiopian Salvation Society, an
anti-fascist organisation, using the money to provide for the poor of the society.

For his uncompromising call for racial awareness and support for the African
king who was fighting in fascist Italy, Howell was placed in a mental asylum in
colonial Jamaica; for in the eves of the colonial State any black man who told
black people to turn their backs on the white imperial King of England must
have been a mad man.
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On his release from the mental institution Howell participated in the general
mebilisation of the poor by joining the UNTA to stage a ‘Jubilee’, forthrightly
proclaiming the promise of the rise of Rastafari in the society.” Leonard Howell
took with him the spirit of enterprise and cooperation when he set up the first
Rasta commune at Pinnacle in the hills of St. Catherine. As a literate and ardent
student of the history of slavery and resistance, Howell was not unaware of the
symbolic significance of his move away from the competition between Manley
and Bustamante to the rural areas.

The effort to set up a communal settlement was not without precedent, for
immediately after the emancipation of slavery the Baptists had followed the
movement of the ex-slaves from the plantations to the free villages of the
hillside. These Baptists came out of a long anti-slavery tradition, and they
bought land in Sligoville to set up independent communities.

That the free villages represented a threat to the labour supply of the
plantation was clear from the frenzied opposition by the planters to these
communities. Because sugar cane had to be reaped quite soon after maturing,
the possibility that these villagers could be independent of the income of the
planters meant that they could effectively withdraw their labour when it was
most needed.?

Village residence and the growing of ground provisions became an established
form of strengthening the bargaining power of the rural poor in Jamaica, and it
is to this form of existence that Howell and his fellow Rastas returned in 1940.
The choice of St. Catherine was significant, for at that time this parish had the
largest number of sugar plantations — six out of a total of the twenty-six which
were still functioning: the notorious Worthy Park, Inns Wood, Caymanas,
Sevens, Bernard Lodge and United Estates.” '

These sugar estates owned an inordinate amount of land, and right
throughout their history the planters represented less than one per cent of the
population but occupied more than fifty-six per cent of the total land acreage.*

It was into this situation that Howell inserted his movement with over 1,600
fellow Rasta, hoping to set up a cooperative enterprise outside of the exploitative
relations of the society. The historical record of this experiment remains
unclear, for most of the reports on the commune have followed the colonial lead
of labelling the Rastafari as violent cultists who harassed their neighbours.

The colonial State showed such unrelenting opposition to the settlement that
with hindsight it is now possible to assert that they wanted to kill the seed of
cooperation and open love for Africa before it blossomed in the society.

But despite the harassment and arrest this seed grew, even after the colonial
State scattered some of the followers of Howell by arresting them on ganja
charges in July 1941. Extra powers had been given to the police under the
Defence Regulations and more than 173 armed policemen, under the direction
of the Commissioner of Police, were deployed to break up Pinnacle. The
description of the raids in the press showed that the whole exercise was
conceived as a military operation against those who told the poor not to pay

Rasta and Resistance 95

taxes to the colonial State.

Leonard Howell was again put in prison by the colonialists along with 28
others, who were charged with growing ganja. It was from this time that the
State began to use the charge of cultivating ganja as a weapon against the
sufferers.

When Howell was released from prison in 1943 he returned to this
cooperative settlement, and it was in this period that some of the overt
characteristics of the Rasta began to appear. Although there were different
groups which preached the Coptic version of divinity and humanity, it was in
the Pinnacle settlement that symbols of resistance which characterise the
Rastafari began to take shape.

Today when one speaks of the Rastafari it is usual to refer to the symbols of
locks; the ites (red), green and gold; the symbol of the lion; the distinctive use of
the Jamaican language; and the use of ganja. Each of these symbols developed
over a period and were not simply an outward mark of identifying the Rasta, but
a reflection of a form of resistance, linking these symbols to some concrete
struggle among African peoples.

Characteristically, the complex of negative and positive ideas which have
characterised the movement from its inception was also present at Pinnacle; for
though the Pinnacle settlement was based on communal principles .where work
was done in common and goods equally shared, Howell was pre-eminent among
the brethren and sistren. It was Howell who owned the property and who
organised the administration of the experiment.

From all accounts this ownership had its own manifestations in the relations
in the settlement, but it showed some sense of opposition to the idea of private
property, for Howell did not seek to profit from the labour of his followerg
Unlike the host of jinnals and sam fie men (smart men) who used their
knowledge to exploit their fellow men, the Pinnacle settlement was attempting
to restore to the society some of the spirit of communalism and collective work.

Locksmen

After the constant police raids the administration at Pinnacle made greater
efforts towards protecting the commune, and the guards at the gate were
referred to as Ethiopian Warriors. When the struggle of the Land and Freedom
Army (called Mau Mau) in Kenya exploded, and the Rastas saw pictures of the
freedom fighters with their natural hair, long and matted, the Rasta positively
identified with these fighters and began to wear their hair in ‘Tocks’.

The appearance of the Rastas with their locks threw greater fear into the
hearts of the ruling class, for the popular version of beauty at that time
suggested that a black person who wore their hair long and in its natural form
was ugly and offensive. Parents would sometimes curse their children as ‘nattie
head pickney’. Some black people, both men and women, went to great lengths
to process and straighten their hair so that it would look European.

The locksmen found biblical justification for the growing of their hair and
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beard.* Because of the opposition of the wider society to the appearance of these
bearded black men who called their beard ‘precepts’, there was a sense of
solidarity among the Rastas; for the State, in their effort to humiliate the
brethren, attempted to shave their locks.

The more the police tried to humiliate the Rastas, the more they were
determined to keep their appearance, which was called ‘Dread’. It was in this
period that the concept of ‘Natty Dread’ became part of the vocabulary of
resistance.

The symbol of the dreadlocks became a lasting sign of black pride in Jamaica,
a symbol which was to gain international significance after reggae artists took on
the physical appearance of the Dreads and exposed this culture of the hills to the
saloons of London, Frankfurt and Amsterdam, to the big musical centres of Los
Angeles and New York, and ultimately to the Independence Celebration in
Zimbabwe.

The first pictures of the freedom fighters in Kenya had appeared in 1953 in
the local press, and by 1954 the chief external organ of the Rastafari ideas —
African Opinion, which was published in Harlem, New York, but widely
distributed among the small Rasta communes — carried stories of the Burning
Spear and Dedan Kimathi. But when the authorities saw this manifestation of
African nationalism in Jamaica, they were determined that Howell and his
followers must be mad. So the police raided the Pinnacle commune in 1954,
arrested followers of the Rasta doctrine, and again placed Howell in a mental
asylum in Kingston.

At that time the three weapons the State used against the Dreadlocks were:
(1) the Dangerous Drugs Law, arresting them for the possession of ganja; (2)
the Vagrancy Act; and (3) placing them in the mental hospital at Bellevue in
Kingston. Leonard Howell, the first major leader among the locksmen, was
charged with the possession of ganja and also placed in a mental asylum.

One may wonder why the State felt so threatened by the Pinnacle experiment.
The fact that the Rastafarians were building a new sense of solidarity and self-
reliance among the rural poor posed long-term problems for the planters and
their police guardians.

The Rastafarians were breaking some of the old capitalist habits which had
become ingrained in the rural areas. The petty malice and covetousness which
had been bred as one component of the individualism of the society was being
transcended with a new spirit of peace and love. The State could not tolerate
this; hence the Rastas of Pinnacle were dispersed to the ranks of the growing
unemployed in Kingston.

Leonard Howell spent some time in Bellevue, and despite the inaccurate
report that he had died there, Howell — known as ‘Uncle Percy’, the ‘Bard of

*This biblical justification can be found in Numbers 6:5. The locks were formed simply by washing the hair and
allowing it to dry without combing, brushing or treating it in any way, and because real dreadlocks could only be
grown by African descendants, the Rastas found that this physical identification with the Kenyan freedom fighters
was one way of distinguishing them from their Caucasian Jamaican overlords.
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Pinnacle’ and “The Gong’ — thrived to the healthy age of 90. The last report of
Howell at Pinnacle was when the Jamaica Daily News reported on May 23,
1979, that the camp had been robbed by armed men.

Locksmen in Kingston and the other urban areas posed new problems for a
society not accustomed to black people overtly identifying with Africa. Yet not
all Rastas wore locks, for as the police took to harassment, some Rastas shaved
their locks, choosing the biblical justification that after seven years the Rasta can
shave his locks.

The problem of locks also became urgent for the Rastas as the neo-colonial
crisis of unemployment deepened, for lumpen elements whose lives had been
distorted by the violence and thuggery of the society took on the physical
trappings of locks, tam and Rasta language such that Rastas had to go to great
lengths to distinguish themselves from these criminal elements.

The existence of ‘false Dreads’ did not dissuade Rastas from bringing up their
children with locks. This posed a major problem for the society, since the State
institutions could not countenance Rasta children having the freedom to wear
their hair in the manner that their parents preferred. As young Rasta children
became of school age, the issue came to public attention, especially when Rastas
asserted their right to attend Secondary Schools.

At Cornwall College in Montego Bay, the State was forced to present a Code of
Conduct after the school was closed when Rasta youths insisted that they should
have the right to wear their hair in dreadlocks.” The Ministry of Education
issued a code of conduct requiring students to dress “according to conventional
standards of neatness, and their hair should be washed clean and well
groomed.” The code further stipulated that:

“whatever conflicts about the interpretation of what constitutes ‘proper
and accepted standards of hygiene, neatness and good grooming’ occur,
this should be settled first by the principal, failing that by the Board and
fatling that by the Ministry.”

This code of conduct gave broad discretionary powers to headmasters and
headmistresses. Though the code of conduct stated that “if a student adopts the
Rastafari religion, the parents or guardian would be required to approve if the
student is below the age of 18,” many teachers who harboured anti-Rasta
sentiments harassed young Rasta children: so that the fact of the Rasta child in
school was not an accepted feature of the society. In fact, this problem of being
harassed because of their locks faces locksmen, women and children all over the
world of Dreads.

‘Rastaman A Lion’ — From Quashie to Lion

The symbolic assertion of identification with the Mau Mau and the Burning
Spear, which began in the hills of St. Catherine, also carried with it a sense of
dignity and black pride which was consistent with the new image of self-respect.
For in the hills, because the Rastas were independent craftsmen, making their
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own handicrafts, cooking their own food and unleashing a certain sense of self-
reliance, they were dropping the shuffling Quashie traits w'hich had_been
developed by the slave as a weapon for survival. Rastas held then‘.heads high as
they walked the streets of their communities, and while spreading peace and
love combined the confidence and strength of the lion among the poor. .

Quashie and Anancy were two legacies from the period of slavler-y Wthlh
thrived in Jamaica, legacies which had reduced the black person to minimise his
strength and intelligence in the face of the insecure slave masters and afterwards
the planter class. )

The trait of Quashie became intertwined with the personahty. of many
Jamaicans, though this seeming docility was in many cases acc:(l)mpameld by the
Anancy trait. Anancy was the archetype of the jinnal* in Jamaican society, and
this jinnalship was, most times, at the expense of other oppressed sections of the
society.

Rastafari in Jamaica believed that it was time that black people should dro‘p
these character traits of the adaptable hustler and be straightforward with t‘he1r
fellow men and women. This was a major challenge in a society where racism,
which had spawned the era of slavery and colonialism, had left its mark on the
self-esteemn of the black person. .

To begin to repair this psychological damage the Rastas declared_ their
identification with the lion — in its roar, its hair, its body strength, intelligence
and total movements. The mane of the lion’s hair was compared favourably with
the locks of the brethren, and while ordinary Jamaicans were reading abogt
Tarzan and Phantom pacifying lions and Africans, the Rastas emerged in
Jamaican society as ‘lions’. o

Dennis Forsyte, recapturing the symbolism that this invoked, said in his
analysis of Rastafari and the revival of African Lionism that:

“The African lion symbolises some of the same black ideals and hope that
Brer Anancy symbolised in our ‘ancient’ consciousness, but the lion is
more of a fitting ideal for a people bent on a militant march forward
towards their own maximum and ultimate self-realisation and self-
discovery.

“The African lion expresses more of the natural and ideal spirit cmq! ideal
strivings of the enslaved Africans. The lion image offers a more universal
and wholesome definition of how man ought to organise himself
outwardly and how he should feel inwardly. It represents the Brethrens’
supreme symbolic yearning for wholesomeness and power to compensate
for their powerlessness and their alienated existence. As sucﬁ they hq?)e
gone well forward of the mass of the working class people in becgmmlg
conscious of the need to develop an independent philosophy of life, in
ways more appropriate to and reflective of our experiences, needs and
*A jinnal in the Jamaican language is someone who is a tricky or crafty person. He could also be a rogue who is

dishonest, but such persons are usually called sam fie men. See Famaican Talk, Frederick Cassidy, MacMillan,
London, 1961, pp 215-216.
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vibrations as Africans. Rastas express a vision of life radiating from the
ancient memories of our deepest longings.””

This identification was made easier by the fact that the Ethiopian monarch had
tame lions in his household and that he himself had acquired the title — the Lion
of Judah. Throughout the world monarchs had used the lion as a symbol of
strength and even the British, who denigrated everything African, have used
this symbol to adorn important public buildings and sites of national
importance, such as the Wellington Statue at Trafalgar Square, London, and
the southern entrance to Westminister Bridge, adjacent to the Houses of
Parliament.

Rastafari now claimed the lion as their symbol and in the rural areas one of the
most popular sayings was “Rastaman a lion,” for the Dreadlocks were supposed
to be a “symbolic reincarnation or imitation of the lion in man form, both in face
and body, as well as in the spirit structure.” The picture of the lion began to
appear on Rasta dwellings, on their meeting halls, on their push carts, and on
their stalls or snowball carts. These carts, painted in the colours of Marcus
Garvey - red, black and green — with the roaring lion, began to replace the
images of Hollywood stars which were heretofore painted by the poor.

It is this kind of art which gave rise to the work of Ras Daniel Hartman, a
gifted artist whose painting of the Dreadlock surrounded by five lions became
universally famous. Ras Daniel Hartman’s depiction of the Dread trinity
became a Jamaican masterpiece, and the Rasta paintings, sculptures, ceramics
and other artistic talents were unearthed for the first time. ‘

When the Pinnacle settlement was broken up by the State, the Rastafari
brethren and sistren were dispersed to other parts of the island. Most had
congregated in Kingston, and it was this general increase of the number of
locksmen proudly identifying themselves as lionsmen which drew the attention
of sociologists and anthropologists. It is significant that the first piece of
scholarship on the Rastas, by George E. Simpsen, spoke of “Political Cultism in
Western Kingston.””

At this period the Rastas were an expressed Pan-African force, and the
intelligentsia could not help but notice this, even though they placed the stamp
of cultism on the movement. However, the State did not take a dispassionate
attitude to the appearance of black men and women wearing those locks, similar
to the dreaded Mau Mau who were being shown on the British newsreels.
Hence, the police intimidated Rasta, and the Afro-Saxon leadership, along with
their white overlords, applauded. The scope for police harassment was
circumscribed by the fact that most of the followers of this new movement were
skilled men and women, fishermen and farmers, who spoke of peace and love.

The author’s own memory of this early period was of the Rastas of his
community being cabinet makers who did a thriving business, supplying cheap
but well finished furniture to poor people, undercutting those hire purchase
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stores which were charging high interest rates. These Rastas were patient and
hardworking and they were looked upon with respect in the community.

On Sunday evenings, they would congregate at Charles Square — now called
Sam Sharpe Square — and have meetings. These gatherings were of a religio-
political nature, but many youths were attracted to the stirring tales of Africa, to
the intense drumming, the frenzied waving of the flag and the singing of “The
Lion of Judah shall break every chain and give us a victory again and again.”

But the police did not allow the gatherings to continue in peace. The deep
spiritualism and love for Africa which were expressed posed a challenge to the
ruling class and the challenge became urgent when large numbers of Rastas
came together. The first major gathering of Rastafari in Kingston, called
Nyabingi, precipitated a hostile response from the State and laid the basis for
future relations until the University intervened with their report in 1960.

Hail Jah Rastafari

As outlined in the last chapter, the struggle between the transnational bauxite
companies and the small farmers had led to the dispersal of thousands from the
craggy hills of St. Elizabeth and the red clay dirt of Manchester and St. Ann.
This dispersal coincided with the massive emigration to the United Kinngm,
but the more black conscious among the population flocked to Kingston saying:
“Africa Yes, England No!”

The presence of these black people in Kingston coincided with the efforts b_y
Prince Emanuel, one of the Rasta leaders in Kingston, to hold a Groundation in
March 1958, where the people chanted to the intense drumming of the Burra

drums and sang:

“By the Rivers of Babylon, there we sat down
And there we wept, when we remembered Zion.
For the wicked carried us away in captivity
Required from us a song,

But how can we sing King Alpha’s song
In a strange land.”

Rastas had used the words of the Psalms to depict their condition and in the
minds of poor people the name Babylon became a symbol of oppression. The
name Babylon was linked to all oppressive forces, whether it was the imperialist
states, the local black oppressors or the police who carried out the wishes of the
State.

This Groundation or Nyabingi attracted thousands of locksmen to the curiosity
of the State, even the governor, and the assembly had come after a spate of
organisational activity among those who were linked to the New York-l?gsed
Ethiopian World Federation. Members of the New York branch had visited
Jamaica to carry the news that Haile Selassie had given a land grant of S.gas.ha
(500 acres) to Africans in the West who wanted to settle in Ethiopia.
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Correspondents for the widely read African Opinion had listed VEIy persuasive
reasons why black people should return to Africa and from Jamaica one of the
leaders of the Rastas, Mortimer Planno, wrote that “Repatriation to Africa was a
Human Righy.

Amon'g.the reasons for returning to Africa given by African Opinion was the
~ need to join the anti-colonial struggle, and it was significant that these burning
reasons were articulated in the same year that the French and British invaded
Africa at the Suez Canal. It is in this context that appeals were made for
volunteers to return to Africa and for money to be collected to help the Mau
Mau and other anti-colonial struggles.

Rastas in Jamaica were part of those Pan-Africanists who felt strongly about
thc; freedom of Africa and‘ the Groundations of Prince Emanuel in Kingston

unexp'loded. Italian bomb was used as a symbol of defiance and invincibility.

Whﬂe using the name of this invincible monarch — Ras Tafari — black men in
]amglfza were wearing their hair in locks and looking to African liberation
participating in an exercise of self-definition which was aimed at establishing a;
broader re-definition of themselves than that which had so far been permitted
by those in power.

The body of ideas and beliefs which guided Rastafari at that time was deeper

dyophysi:te thinking.
But this African king was only one of the leaders of Africa with whom the

H.ILM.
.Undoubtedly, Nathaniel Hibbert and Leonard Howell would ha

ng}g Jaof onbo, the African king from West Africa who was SZpI(})?:;g Sof

the Caribbean in 1887. King Ja Ja had valiantly fought the European traders in

thelQua Ibo River region of West Africa, but when the Europeans divided

Afrlga at the Conference of Berlin, the British were afraid of the independence

of this important African king, who was an erstwhile trader and whose navy was
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invincible on the inland rivers.

When Britain found that they could not defeat this king they offered him a
treaty of friendship, took him out to the open sea, and then kidnapped him,
since they knew his boats were no match for the British Navy in the Atlantic
Ocean. King Ja Ja was taken to Ghana, tried, and deported to the Caribbean.”

He was first taken to Grenada, but the British were afraid of the long history
of rebellion among the Grenadians, so they placed him in St. Vincent. " King Ja
Ja never relented: he continued to speak out for African independence, writing
letters to the Foreign Office demanding that he be returned to his Kingdom.
The people of the Caribbean were attracted to King Ja Ja and they made songs
about his marital and martial exploits.

Rastafarians who were searching for levers of identification beyond the white
Queen and the British Governor looked to the bible and found the name of Jah.
The Psalmists had declared “Sing unto God”’ sing praises to his name, extol him
that rideth upon the heavens by his name Jah and rejoice before him”." In
extolling the name of their preferred king the Rastas linked it with the name of
King Ja Ja, such that today at Rasta concerts, meetings and cultural
groundations there is the chant “Jah Rastafari”,

The beliefs of the Rastafari took shape within the context of the colonised
society and what scared that State was how such a sense of unity and community
could persist among the brethren and sistren despite the lack of central
organisation and fixed lines of communication.

Are Rastas Violent Cultists?

After the successful Nyabingi held by Prince Emanuel in 1985, the State saw
that the movement was growing and they intensified the harassment of the
Rastas. This was especially so after the Cuban Revolution, when on January 1,
1959, Fidel Castro came to power after years of fighting the Batista dictatorship.
Rastas positively identified with the new Cuban regime and the 1960 Report

recognised that for the brethren:

“The Communist system is far more preferable to the capitalist system of the white

and brown Babylonians. Dr. Fidel Castro is showing what can be done in Cuba,

but for sixieen years Jamaicans have used their control of government merely to

perpetuate and intensify slavery.””"

Consequent to this identification with social change in Cuba and Africa, the police
stepped up acts of provocation leading to two altercations in Kingston in 1959, one at
Coronation Market and another at Rosalie Avenue, where Claudius Henry figured
prominently. Claudius Henry, like so many other black Jamaicans — such as Claude
McKay and Marcus Garvey — had gone to the USA to escape the racial discrimination of
the educational system and to avail himself of opportunities for self-achievement.
While training as a religious leader in New York, Henry was exposed to the activities
of the Ethiopian World Federation, to the ideas articulated in the African Opinion; and
was present when Adam Clayton Powell paid a glowing tribute to Haile Selassie when he

visited the US.
On Henry’s return to Jamaica in 1957 he noted that the Rastafarians were the most
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forthright of those in the society asserting Pan-Africanism and black consciousness, and
he joined the ranks of the Rastas, setting up his African Reform Church and calling
himself Repairer of the Breach.*

Though space does not permit full investigation of the projects of the Repairer of the
Breach, especially with respect to his programme of repatriation,”” Henry’s place in the
history of Jamaica and of Rastafari was written in the blood of his son, Ronald Henry,
who was murdered by the (British) Royal Hampshire Regiment subsequent to his call for
Jamaicans to rise up against PNP/JLP manipulation.

In 1960, this call by Ronald Henry and his followers, who had declared for armed
struggle in Jamaica one year after the Cuban revolution, was a call by a section of the
black population which wanted to move rapidly towards political and economic
emancipation. But the revolt of Ronald Henry, Gabidon and their supporters came to
grief: the social conditions then did not lend themselves to a solution by armed struggles,
since the working poor had not yet exhausted all the possible gains by the bourgeois
democratic struggle.

Jamaican workers and small farmers had given their allegiance to a trade union and
political party machine which they hoped would preserve the concessions won, to ensure
that Jamaica did not become another Haiti or Ecuador. This partly explains why even
third parties, like that of Millard Johnsen, which carried forth a Garveyite platform, did
not gain ground in 1962."

Such an hysteria was whipped up in the planter press over the ‘boy scout’ revolt of
Ronald Henry that the State intensified the harassment of the Rasta, for in the minds of
the white Jamaicans the Rastafari were in the vanguard of a revolutionary conspiracy.”
Increased powers in the hands of the military led to the Detention Powers Bill, which
provided for the detention of a suspected person without trial.

Cooler heads in the society were cautious about labelling all Rasta violent and criminal,
and the Rastafari themselves defended their right to their political and religious beliefs,
calling on sympathetic members of the community to carry out a study of the movement
in order to calm the hysteria that all Rasta were violent and our to ‘kill whitey’.

The University Report

Norman Manley had agreed to the requests by the Rastafarians and later in 1960
Rex Nettleford, Roy Augier and M.G. Smith presented their Report on the
Rastafari Movement in Kingston, the first scholarly treatment of the Rastas in
Jamaica. At that time the report was useful in that it intervened when the white
racist elements were calling for draconian measures against the Rastas, but it is
ironical that this report, which was supposed to be sympathetic to Rastas, laid
the basis for so many distortions and so much confusion on the history of the

*Henry was known in Jamaica as Claudius Henry R.B. He was quite aware of the drive in the US$ to raise funds
for Africa and it was in this period that he sold 15,000 tickets at 1/- each for those who wanted to go to Africa.
There were doctrinal differences between Henry and some of the older Rastas and in New York the EWF warned
Henry that they were the only ones who could organise for blacks to return to Ethiopia. See New York Age,
October 3, 1959. Henry was an activist who used the techniques of US store front preachers to gain adherents to
his ranks. His activities in Kingston in this period are described by A. Barrington Chevannes, Claudius Henry and
Famarcan Society, After Henry’s release from prison in the late sixties he became an ardent supporter of Michael
Manley and the People’s National Party, endorsing the 1972 electoral campaign and in the process enlisting strong
ecclesiastical discussion on the role of religion and politics in Jamaica,
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movement. One reviewer of the Report called it “crisis writing”’, but even if the
Report was written in a hurry there should have been no excuse for the lack of
original research into the development of the Rasta.

Instead, apart from the ideological flap of structural functionalism, the
Report borrows heavily from George Simpson’s observations and reinforces the
anti-black sentiments of Simpson. J. Owens himself, in revising Simpson’s
work had said that:

“One might question the emphasis Simpson places on racialism in listing
the key doctrines. In each list, at least three of the six points are concerned
with black superiority, white inferiority, and the revenge that blacks will
eventually visit upon whites. One cannot help but feel that Simpson was
oo much influenced by subjective feelings. Certainly, it is somewhat
traumatic for a white man to confront such a black orientated cult, but he
should also be aware that his presence will naturally prompt many
comments concerning race. This reviewer found that his initial contacts
frequently stimulated racial comments, but later and prolonged contacts
gave no evidence of any inordinate racialism.” "

J. Owens, himself of European stock, continued by saying that:

“He does not go deeply into the inner coherence of the Rastas’ position,
with the result that others reading his exposition and having no direct
knowledge of the Rastas would perceive them as another sect.”

These two positions, that of a fanatical sect and a group of millenarians who
preached black racism, have become the lasting legacies of the 1960 Report, to
the point where subsequent books on the Rastas went to great lengths to argue
that Rastas believe the white person is inferior to the black person.”

If the authors of this Report had done some basic research into the history of
the development of the movement instead of relying on the clearly anti-black
(Gleaner reports on the Howell commune, then it would have been clear that the
burst of the Rasta phenomenon developed within the context of a Caribbean
response to the Italian invasion of Abyssinia, and the unity of this historic event
o the Garveyite promise of an African King who would speed the process of
redemption. In my own research and contact with Rastas over thirty years, I
have never come into contact with any section of Rastafari ideas which speaks of
revenge upon whites. .

The Report on the Rastafari reinforced popular misconceptions on ganja;
centralised the personality of Haile Selassie, spoke of the group fantasy or
millenarian cultism, distorted the history of the movement and in the end
warned the State about the potential of links between the Rastafari and
Marxists.*

*For a full account of the context and controversy surrounding the Report on the Rastafari Movement, see Rex
Nettleford, Mirror Mirror, Sangsters 1970, pp 52-64.
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“In our survey we encountered certain groups among which the Marxist
interpretation and terminology predominated over the racial and religious.
Events in Cuba, China, Egypt and elsewhere endow the Marxist analysis
wuth a pragmatic validity and power. In so far as this political philosophy
employs the ideology of Rastafart vacisms its spread throughout the bulk
of the population is assured unless the government lakes positive steps 10
meet legitimate needs of the lower classes including the Rastafari
group.”®

Anti-Marxism was always a big thing in the ideology of oppression of the
colonial State and on two significant counts the Report suited the needs of the
State, for not only did it promote the religious and metaphysical aspects of the
movement, but it gave ammunition to the authorities to be used against Rastas —
such that twenty years later in the UK the British Home Office could quote
select sections of the Report in guiding the police and Prison Officers on how to
mistreat young Rastafarians.”

This promotion of idealism meant that many young Rastas had no knowledge
of the development of Rasta beyond Garvey and Haile Selassie; they could not,
therefore, understand the importance of Bogle’s call “Cleave to the Black’, nor
the Pan-African ideals of the slaves who left the strong love for Africa in
Jamaica.,

Finally, because of the incorrect information on the origins of Rasta, one
sociologist writing on the Rasta in England has gone so far as to compare the
Howell commune to Charles Manson’s criminal activities in California, because
for that writer, ganja had the same effect on the human mind as LSD, while
reggae music stimulated Rastas to violence.?

Rasta, Ganja and the State

The links between Rasta, ganja and violence were once again fervently
discussed in the Jamaican press after the Coral Gardens rebellion in 1963. Easter
weekend 1963 witnessed an important intervention by the Rastas because they
asserted their right to walk across the Rose Hall land to their small lot of ground
provisions. Rose Hall at that time was being developed as a tourist attraction,
and the whole area was being built up by real estate developers to be renamed
Coral Gardens.

Young Rastas such as Felix Waldron — a promising mathemartician — had
turned their backs on the miseducation of Cornwall College and had spent their
time out in the hills behind Rose Hall and in the gullies preaching about
Lumumba, the Congo, Nasser and Haile Selassie. They had defended their
right to walk across the area (regardless of whether their presence horrified
tourists) and in the altercation that followed one incident on Holy Thursday, a
petrol station was burnt and the policeman who had come to prosecute the
Rastas was attacked with a spear.

The State called out the army, and after the deaths of eight persons, the

n—
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military and the police carried out mass arrests of Rastafarian women, men and
children. Not since the Sam Sharpe revolt, in the same region, had there been
such a mass arrest of black people. The prisons were full, and when the heat of
the sun caused uncomfortable conditions in the detention centres where the
Rastas were held, the police turned water hoses on those arrested.

On top of the arrests the Gleaner carried stories that ‘the defendants were
under the influence of ganja. There was no question of their rights as citizens of
independent Jamaica, for the response of the politicians was “de bwoy dem lazy
and dem no wan wuk, dem only wan fe smoke ganja”. Such a simplistic analysis
called for simplistic answers — the brutal force of the State — and so the war on
Rastas and the war on ganja became one.

This was an escalation of the war which was launched in 1938 when the
planters had declared ganja a pest. It was after the 1938 revolt that the use of
cannabis went on the statute books under the Dangerous Drugs Law, and since
then this law has been used against Rasta by the colonial and neo-colonial State.
In the words of Dr. Lambos Comitas:

“Qutlawing a popular custom 1s also a very convenient control device.
The ganja legislation in Famaica is very clearly like the legislation against
legitimate children or against obeah, a particular form of lower class
religion. It can be used by the elite to control the lower classes with no loss
in world opinion.”*

QOutlawing a Popular Custom

From the outset of the formation of Rasta camps, communes and settlements in
Jamaica, it was noted that the smoking of the chillum pipe occurred frequently,
and those who lived close to the settlements would notice from time to time a
familiar biflowing of smoke and hear the ‘puck, puck’ of the chillum pipe.

The pipe and the ganja, which were incorporated as part of the culture of
Rasta and working class Jamaica, had been imported into Jamaica from India.
As in India, ganja, which is the Jamaican name for the plant cannabis sativa, was
used for many purposes. Also known as Indian hemp — used to make twine and
rope — cannabis, marijuana, iley, calley, bangi, and other names, it was “a
household remedy in India from ancient times”. Large-scale use of ganja in
Jamaica and the Caribbean in the most recent history (because there is no record
of whether it was used by the Arawaks) dated from the importation of
indentured Indians into Jamaica.

Ganja has been and continues to be used widely by the working people of
Jamaica. It is smoked, brewed as medicinal tea and tonic, cooked in food and
applied externally. The climate of Jamaica is particularly hospitable to the crop,
of which there are two harvests per year; and this plant has an advantage over
perishable crops in that it can be stored without deterioration.

However, because the usage of this crop was predominantly a working class
phenomenon in the Caribbean, Britain did not raise a whimper but acceded at
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the League of Nations in 1924 when the Egyptian delegate pressed for cannabis
(ganja) to be added to the list of dangerous drugs to be regulated. Before that,
the British brought ganja to the Caribbean on a regular basis and sold it to the Indian
indentured workers, especially in Trinidad.

The law prohibited the cultivation of the plant and regulated the sale and
possession of it such that anyone who sold or dealt with ganja had to take out a
licence, paying a duty of ten pounds to the Treasurer or sub-Treasurer of the
colonial State.

After the League of Nations Conference (a conference which Garvey termed
‘a League of White Nations’) the British authorised the use of Indian hemp for
scientific and medicinal purposes, but declared that:

“the raw resin however which is extracted from the female tops of
cannabis sativa, together with the various preparations, of which it forms
the basis, not being utilised for medicinal purposes and only being
susceptible for harmful purposes, in the same manner as other narcotics,
may not be produced, sold, traded under any circumstances whatever’” .

This law lay dormant on the British statute books in Jamaica until after 1938
when the planters associated ganja, Rastas and the revolt, leading to a revision of
the Dangerous Drugs Law as a weapon against poor blacks, especially the
Rastafari who suffered periodic raids.

The 1941 Amendment (just when Pinnacle was being raided) for the first time
in the history of Jamaican law incorporated the principle of mandatory
imprisonment, precisely what the planters had called for after the rebellion.

“No longer did a judge have the option of jailing or not jailing a convicted
ganja offender; conviction automatically meant imprisonment. I'n addi-
tion, possession of any amount of ganja, no matter how small, was taken
to imply possible intent to sell. Even if @ man had just a spliff (a
cigarette), he was lable io a lesser penalty for smoking, but if he had not
vet lit 12, he was liable 1o the much heavier penalty for possession.”

The police had discretionary powers over the type of arrest and thousands of
Rastas and youths were branded as criminals, and imprisoned for possession of a
herb which was part of the popular culture. After the resistance at Coral
Gardens in 1964, the law was strengthened so that Rastas could be sent to prison
for five years. A Rasta or worker would be imprisoned for up to one year, and
fined up to £100, on a first conviction.*

The figures from the paper of H. Aubrey Fraser, on “The Law and Cannabis
in the West Indies”, * showed how the number of arrests escalated as the crisis

*The middle class person who was arrested for possession had the family connections to ensure that charges would
be dropped. If they were charged, then their lawyers would argue that only the female part of the plant, cannabis
sativa, was declared to be part of the Dangerous Drugs Law. This loophole was subsequently closed. The court
affirmed that a person could be charged for both the male and female part. For full details see H. Aubrey Fraser,
The Law and Cannabis in the West Indies, pp 374-375.

Rasta and Resistance 109

Jamaica intensified, especially during the years of increased political violence,
1967 and 1968. Arrests for unlawful possession went up by 300%, and it was
not until the Rastas helped to defeat the Jamaica Labour Party regime (the one
they termed Pharaoh) that the PNP amended the provisions for mandatory
imprisonment, so that now there was a fine for those arrested for possession for
the first time.”

This amendment had come partly because many of the children of the petty
bourgeoisie and political careerists were now being attracted to the power of
Rasta, including the spiritual use of ganja. Michael Manley’s administration
understood that they could not deal so repressively with a popular custom, but
they continued to use the anti-democratic and anti-people law.*

One of the most serious indictments of the State is that even if they have been
constrained by international agreements on the question of legalising ganja ~
freeing up the herb — they have not generated the kind of scientific research
which would help the society to understand the long-term medicinal use of this
herb. Dr. Vera Rubin and Dr. Lambos Comitas, in their work on Ganja in
Famaica, listed some thirty ailments which were susceptible to cure by ganja
(marijuana), including asthma, colds, stomach disorders, fever, rheumatism,
glaucoma and others.

These researchers have come from a tradition of scholarship in Jamaica and
the United States which has debunked the idea that ganja acts as a stimulant
towards crime, and at the end of their study the Chairman of the National
Commission on Marijuana and Drug Abuse of the USA said that:

“There is little correlation berween ganja and crime, except insofar as the
possession and cultiwation of ganja are technically crimes.””

No comparable study has been done in Jamaica by the State, and the pressure of
the State to outlaw this popular custom led to a level of cooperation between the
United States security apparatus and the Manley regime, such that the later
claims of Michael Manley that the CIA were out to remove him were most
ironic.

Kola Nuts and Ganja

The use of ganja for spiritual purposes among African peoples is not without
precedent. In West Africa, before the advent of the Europeans, the Kola Nut
played a similarly important multifaceted role in the culture of the people. The
Kola trade was part regional and long distance trade along the coast of West
Africa. Walter Rodney, in his reconstruction of the history of the Upper Guinea
Coast while the area was still free of profound European influence, made
references to the Kola trade and the use of the Kola nut among the people. He
wrote:

“The value of Kola in West Africa can scarcely be overstressed.
The Kola nut s associated with religious rites, initiation ceremonies
and property rights; it 15 used as a stimulant, a vellow dye, for medicinal
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purposes, as a symbol of hospitality and in diplomatic relations between
rulers, and it was particularly highly regarded among Islamicised
peoples.”

Continuing by outlining the trade routes of this important commodity among
the people, Rodney then went on to show how the Portuguese and Afro-
Portuguese traders had taken over the production and distribution of Kola nut
and how:

“All exchanges in which the Afro-Portuguese had a hand ultimately
promoted the Atlantic irade, which o often meant the trade in slaves.”"

These slaves took the Kola nut to the New World, but the centrality of this
multi-purpose nut subsided among the slaves, especially because the plantation
society frowned upon authentic African religious practices. Further research in
this area would shed light on why the religious and spiritual uses of Kola did not
persist, for in Jamaica the Kola nut is still used in the rural areas, especially as
an antidote for poison. In Jamaica the Kola nut is known by its Twi name — bisé
- and bisé, or bizzy tea, is still brewed for medicinal purposes.

By the end of the 19th century the Kola nut in Jamaica had been replaced by
ganja as a herb associated with healing and spiritual reflection. Ganja was grown
for personal consumption and the privatisation and secrecy surrounding the
uses of the herb developed after the anti-people laws were invoked to stamp out
its use.

What little trade occurred took place outside of the government controlled
shops and commercial outlets, and ganja cultivation was carried out to subsidise
the income of the small farmer, especially after the invasion of the rural areas by
the bauxite tractors and heavy equipment. The evidence at Pinnacle, St.
Elizabeth and St. Thomas was that the Rastafarian settlements were self-
sufficient, but that this self-sufficiency was disrupted by the police raids against
the camps.

The dispersal of the Rastas, along with other uprooted small farmers, led to a
small trade in ganja in the late fifties and early sixties. Police raids and
repression forced the ganja trade into the realm of ‘criminal activities’, such that
secrecy and suspicion began to replace the old spirit of trust and cooperation
between users.

A new stratum of ‘traders’ — called ‘dealers’ — emerged in Jamaican society,
aping the behaviour of the Afro-Portuguese who had intervened in the Kola nut
trade. Rural farmers who grew the plant became secretive, and the traditional
concept of sharing a reciprocal day’s work was effectively abandoned by young
farmers who had to protect their ganja fields. If the trade in ganja had this effect
on Fhe rural areas, it would have an even more profound effect on the whole
society.

The incipient trade in ganja to provide for the needs of the urban users was
gradually changing as the lumpen elements found an alliance with capitalists in
the United States of America to export ganja to the United States mainland.
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Similar to the way in which the Afro-Portuguese had begun large-scale planting
of Kola trees and selling the nut in bulk, a stratum of big cultivators emerged in
the hills of Jamaica to supply the US market.

By the middle of the sixties the export of ganja to the US was a multi-million
dollar a year business, highly organised, with capitalist and potential get-rich-
quick individuals from the US arriving in Jamaica in sailboats, motorboats,
vachts and aircraft to take out tons of ganja.

Makeshift airstrips and a capital intensive coordination — involving two-way
radios and contacts at customs and immigration — meant that this new export
boom was out of the hands of the small farmers and Rastas. Small capitalists,
furniture exporters, law enforcement officers, senior civil servants, big
landlords, and minor pelitical careerists all joined in this trade as the
contradiction between the law and the people led to a tremendous criminal and
violent apparatus to protect the ganja fields and to ensure that large-scale
supplies were not hijacked.

The most destructive aspect of this link with the US was the speed with which
a guns/ganja organised crime nexus emerged. Guns of all sorts proliferated in
the society, consistent with the increase in trade, so that a gun culture began to
emerge in the society. This coincided with the growth of a stratum of lumpens
in the urban areas who terrorised poor communities.”

Between 1964 and 1967 a subculture of angry youths developed in the society.
Answering to the pseudonym Rude Bwoy and searching for avenues of self-
expression and recognition, these unemployed youths were quickly integrated
into the export trade, many of them as enforcers.

Gangs going by names such as Skull, Sprangler, Zulu, Phantom, Pigeon,
Vikings, Dirty Dozen and Phoenix battled with each other for the control of
neighbourhoods. The very names of these gangs showed how they had
internalised the ideas of the Hollywood bad men like Dillinger and Clint
Eastwood, for these youths had been attracted to the ideology of consumerism.
Without the discipline and training of workers or small farmers, these young
people created terror among working people, such that they were feared by both
citizens and police.

The myth that the Rastafarians were violent deepened as some of these
lumpen thugs took on the physical appearance of locksmen to further their work
of intimidation. Both political parties used these youths for intimidation, and
political warfare became part of the culture of guns/ganja and violence.”

Terry Lacey, in Violence and Politics in Jamaica 1960-1970, did not simply
outline the statistics of guns, clashes and arrests, but showed how the political
warfare and state of emergency was linked to industrial disputes. Both Michael
Manley and Pearnel Charles, in separate studies — A Voice in the Workplace and
Detained — have attested to the role that violence played in their trade union
activities. Both surrounded themselves with ‘bad men’ recruited from the ranks
of the unemployed, and in the end the scourge of unemplioyment acted as a social
sanction which was as effective as direct coercion in brutalising the working
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class movement.

Operation Buccaneer

When Michael Manley and the PNTP were supported by the youths and Rastas in
1972 in the electoral struggle against the JLP, progressive elements in the
society expected a programme which would lead to the decriminalisation of
ganja and the use of the State to disarm the Rude Bwoys. Instead, Manley
concentrated on a level of populism and partisanship which did not seriously
alleviate the problem of party-retained gunmen. The period after the election
led to a boom in the ganja trade, and as the competition for the big export deals
began to involve top functionaries of the society, this struggle took its toll in the
physical elimination of public figures.

It was during this new phase of violence that the PNP regime set up the
undemocratic Gun Court in order to curb the levels of gun violence. Manley and
his then Security Minister, Eli Matalon, brushed aside the norms of bourgeois
law so that one could be incarcerated in this ‘concentration camp’ structure for
the possession of a spent shell. On top of this, the PNP gave the US government
unprecedented powers to operate in Jamaica, under the guise of stamping out
the ganja trade.

By 1974 the ganja trade was such an important aspect of capital accumulation
that it became part of the circuit of transnational capital, even reaching the
pages of the New York Times and the Financial Times in Europe.” These organs
of capitalism had recognised that Jamaica had become the most important
exporter of this herb to the US — about US$400 million per year — such that this
illicit traffic was becoming the number one export from Jamaica. (In 1980 the
Prime Minister, Edward Seaga, said that the trade was up to US$2 billion per
year.)

Similar to the export of other commedities, the value added accrued to
foreign operators, for in 1974 one pound of cured weed bought in Jamaica for
US$8-10 was sold on the streets of New York for US$200 per pound: and the
United States Drug Enforcement Agencyestimated that two million pounds
were smuggled into the US in 1974.*

To curb this trade, which sections of its ruling class perceived as a threat to
‘National Security’, the US embarked on a programme to eradicate large-scale
ganja cultivation. With the active cooperation of the PNP administration and
without consulting the people of Jamaica, the United States embarked on an
operation which was unparalleled in its scope in a foreign country. With

*The Drug Enforcement Agency was the super drug agency created by Richard Nixon as part of the “all-out global
war on the drug menace”, The new drug agency incorporated the Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs, the
Office of Drug Abuse and Law Enforcement, the Office of National Narcotics Intelligence, those sections of the
US Customs Service involved with drug investigation and the drug enforcement related functions of the Office of
Science and Technology. When this organisation was unveiled in March 1973, its first administrator was John R.
Bartels whose first job as an attorney had been defending cigarette companies against lawsuits from lung cancer
victims. See High Tunes, December-January 1976/7, pp 78.
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hindsight one wonders why Michael Manley handed over the entire operation to
a branch of the US State, involving the activities of all kinds of intelligence
agents.

Boasting of the scale of the activities of this operation — called Buccaneer — the
Drug Enforcement Agency outlined to a Senate Hearing the deployment of
resources in this invasion of Jamaica. The following lengthy quote gives some
indication of the scale and nature of the operation:

“Operation Buccaneer was the largest, most successful, most diversified
foreign task force ever undertaken by the US Narcotic enforcement
organisation. The basic objectives of Buccaneer, as requested by the
Jamaican Government, were to disrupt the unabated marjuana cultiva-
tion in Jamaica and to disrups the hard drug and marijuana trafficking in
the United States. In accomplishing the goals we drew from the wealth of
expertise available within and without the DEA. DEA personnel served
on Operation Buccaneer as pilots, undercover agents, boat operators,
radio and radar technicians, secretaries, general 1811 investigators, and
intelligence analysis. Other personnel functioned in the areas of
administrarion, supervision and logistical support. This operation was
successful from objective and subjective points of view. Buccaneer was the
first task force requested by a foreign government that encompassed the

Sull range of law enforcement functions, coupled with military and para-

military activities. The development and implemeniation of Buccaneer

represented many ‘firsts” for us:

(1) Ouwur first attempt at transporting, setting up, and operating a fixed-
base sea and air unit in a foreign couniry.

(2) The first time we have contracted for the purchase, transported,
installed, mainiained and operated an entire communications system,
not only provided comparibility between DEA and Famaican
equipment, but provided a 24-hour communications link between the
command post in Jamaica, DEA bases in the United States, and the
US Coast Guard cutter assigned in the Windward Passage.

(3) Buccaneer was the first narcotic interdiction program in which the
US Coast Guard participated by totally dedicating cutters for a
sustained period. For five months 182 or 378 jfoot Coast Guard
cutters, with DEA agents on board, patrolled the Windward
Passage, performing inrelligence and interdiction functions.

(4) This was the first occasion on which a foreign government has
requested such a multifarious task force, and at the same nime fully
dedicated elements of its own military and police forces.

(5) With coordination from DEA, this was the first time a single foreign
narcotics iask force had the interrelated cooperation and participation
of several US government agencies: Department of State, Agency for
International Development (AID), American Embassy Kingston,
Department of Agriculture, Coast Guards, Customs Service, Army,
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Navy and Air Force. Within DEA all domestic regions contributed
with TDY personnel, and ar Headguarters there was participation or
input from the Officers of the Chief Counsel, Liaison, Public
Affairs, Training, Science and Technology, Intelligence, Enforce-
ment and Administration.”™

The task force, under the guise of eradicating ganja, carried out full-scale
military manoeuvres in the rural areas, and the search and destroy methods used
were like the military tactics of the abortive Vietnam campaign. Listing the
helicopters, aircraft and specialist personnel in this programme the news sheet
of the DEA — Drug Enforcement Agency — later showed how, after the ganja
farmers resorted to premature harvesting to save part of their crop,

“1o counter this tactic, some of the troops remained above the helicopters,
which then went off to sweep the surrounding areas for caches of drying
ganja, usually spread out on tarpaulins in the sun. Containers of kerosene
were carried to speed the burning process. By late November it was
becoming difficult to find fields of sufficient size visible from the air, and
emphasis shifted to a search for seabeds and the pursuit of an aggressive
search-and-destroy campaign on the ground.”

At the end of this programme, which undermined the sovereignty of Jamaica,
the trade still flourished, despite the proud claim by the DEA that they seized
730,000 pounds of ganja, 8,083 pounds of ganja seeds, 20 pounds of cocaine, 11
weapons, 17 boats, and confiscated US$143,000.*

What began as a campaign against the Rastafarians in 1954 led to a
reinforcement of the US military over security operations in Jamaica, such that
Michael Manley’s later protestation about the Central Intelligence Agency
sounded hollow as Rastas said “Don’t involve Rasta in a de Rar Race”™ These
brethren had long called on the State to Legalise It , or free up the weed, for they
were bearing part of the blame for the violence and thuggery which had been
unleashed. The Dangerous Drugs Law had developed a tremendous criminal
apparatus and despite the clear implications of the escalating trade, poor
smokers and cultivators were bound together with the big dealers in their
defiance of the law.

It was difficult to later mobilise against genuine CIA efforts at subversion, for
the people had looked on as Matalon and intelligence agents from the US placed
innocent youths in the Gun Court, while the big capitalist traders continued the
trade — at the same time exporting the capital to their accounts in North America
and Switzerland.

Jamaica became the centre of international attention during the 1976 electoral
struggle, after the Manley regime vociferously claimed that the CIA was intent
on destabilising Jamaica. Unprecedented levels of violence and a crude anti-
communist campaign had been the signs that in the struggle for political power
in Jamaica there was intense outside intervention — similar to the activities of the
CIA. The then US Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger, flew to Jamaica to tell

Rasta and Resistance 115

the people of the Caribbean not to support the war of African freedom fighters
in Angola. Cuba had taken up the challenge and had decisively intervened in
Angola to drive back the South African invasion.

The Rastafari movement had been at the forefront of the Pan-African support
for African liberation, holding African Liberation Day rallies and through the
medium of reggae sang songs on the Tales of Mozambique, MPLA, Africa Must
Be Free and War. These songs of freedom were joined by the active campaign of
a small Left, which published pamphlets on the CIA subversion. So that when
the Jamaican people were mobilised to defend their sovereignty and to defend
African freedom fighters, the United States imposed a pseudo-Rasta group to
promote confusion in the ranks of the Rastas. This campaign by the US took the
organisational form of the Ethiopian Zion Coptic Church.

Coptics and the New Subversion

It is a strange twist of history that in the same month that the United States
supported the South African invasion of Angola, the Ethiopian Zion Coptic
Church was incorporated in Jamaica,

“for the teaching and spreading of belief in the Bible, the Moral Laws of
God, the Fatherhood of God and the Brotherhood of Man to safeguard
and transmit to posterity the purity and righteousness of the precepts and
teachings as taught by them”.”

The Ethiopian Zion Ceptic Church, which claimed to be Rastafari, has come to
international attention for its passionate defence of the right to smoke and use
ganja, as it was a ‘holy sacrament’, and in the process has endeared many young
Rastas to the ideas which they promote.

The Coptics have, in the process of linking themselves with local blacks,
introduced the concept that ‘White Americans’ could be Rastas, calling into
question one of the fundamental tenets of Rastafari that ‘the Rasta is one who
never forgets that he is an African’. From their headquarters in Star Island, in
Florida, USA, these capitalists, who have found it convenient to wear the cover
of Rasta, set out to acquire land and followers in Jamaica so that they could
further their accumulation.

Following the tradition of the planters of old slavery days who organised a
system of planter/foverseer relations, the white Coptics cooperated with a local
Rasta — called ‘Elder Keith Gordon’ — to set up a capitalist organisation
involving the ownership of vast land holdings and farms, cattle, rice fields, deep
sea fishing boats and other assets.*

During the years when the Jamaican leader was protesting to the world that
“Jamaica is not for sale”, the Coptics bought up land to such an extent that
apart from the bauxite conglomerates, the Coptics are the biggest single
landowners in Jamaica, owning over 10,000 acres of land worth more thanJa $20
million.

From time to time poor farmers appealed to the regime to stop the Coptics
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from monopolising the land and rural infrastructure.” But these appeals were
ignored, until in 1981 the Daily Gleaner could speak of the Coptics as “‘a country
within Jamaica”.

For during the five years of expansion, the Coptics added to their rural
properties a container haulage company, Coptic Containers — a wrecker service,
hiring out forklifts,

“they own a gas station, a supermarket, a furniture store, an aircraft,
deep sea fishing boats, and heawvy duty equipment, including iractors and
Jront end loaders which they hire out. In all, the Coptics own some 400
motor units. Besides they own choice properties in Beverley Hills and
other exclusive areas in Kingston, Mandeville and elsewhere.”

As capitalists they lived a life commensurate with their exploitation of labour,
and press reports told the population that there were no lack of video sets,
telephones or two-way radios; and:

“contributing to their Mafia-image are their fleet of sleek cars, equipped
with two-way radios and with tnted windows and windscreens” .

These so-called Rastas were featured on US television — CBS 60 Minutes —
and television pictures showed the palatial house of the leader, Brother Louv —
a house worth US$270,000 in 1975, paid for in cash.*

Few doubt that the acquisition of this form of obscene opulence comes from
the cultivation, export and trade in ganja, for the word ‘coptic’ spawns images of
ganja, and the leadership actively promote an international campaign ostensibly
in support of the legislation of its ‘holy sacrament’. Through its newpaper —
Coptic Times — this pseudo-Rasta religious formation has been promoting the use
of ganja while promoting anti-communist ideas and distorting the lessons of
Marcus Garvey.

Because the coptics and their advisers perceived the importance of Garvey to
the ideology of Rasta, they embarked on a programme to popularise a notion of
Garvey as an anarchist and rabid anti-communist. Hiding behind an internatio-
nal and popular campaign to legalise cannabis, the Coptic Times, one of the few
newspapers distributed free internationally, has, instead of presenting thoughts
on those tobacco and alcohol companies who lobby the UN to ensure that
cannabis remains a narcotic, carried out a virulent anti-communist campaign
among Rastafari and youths in Jamaica.

During the 1980 bloody election campaign, when a new kind of terror was
unleashed against the Jamaican people, Coptic Tumes told the youths in one page
not to be involved in politics, while on another page told them to fight against
communism. This newspaper had earlier actively opposed the visit of Michael
Manley to the Soviet Union, at a time when the people of Jamaica and their
elected government went on a State visit to the USSR.

At the end of a vielent election campaign where 500 persons, including a
junior minister, died, the Coptics boasted to the Washington Post that “Gfmia
saved Jamaica from Communism”. (No-one doubted the very close connections
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between the coptics and State and Federal officials, since more than once
charges have been dropped when the leaders of this new trade were arrested.)

So organised were these white Rastas that they could employ Ramsey Clark, a
former US Attorney General, as their legal representative. With such
connections the purveyors of a new kind of confusion among youths openly
violate the laws of Jamaica, and this was amply demonstrated in 1980 when one
of their aircraft was seized by the Jamaican police at an airstrip in St. Elizabeth.
The coptics arrived in another aircraft, fired at the police and rescued the
captured plane.” Only an organisation with the support of another State could
brazenly violate Jamaican airspace in that manner.

In 1979 members of the Coptic organisation were held with US$80 million
worth of ganja destined for the US market, but as of this date of writing, none of
the leadership had been charged for smuggling the weed.*

Not only has this capitalist organisation infiltrated all branches of the
Jamaican State, but its campaign has been to bind young people to the ideas of
capitalism through fetishising ganja. Because of the indiscriminate nature of the
present smokers of the herb, contrary to the former communal use by the
Rastas, the coptics have used this to promote commodity fetishism among
young people, and in the process tied them closer to imperialism. Everywhere in
the West the capitalist class understood that this was the way to undermine the
anti-capitalist appeal of Rasta, so that from New York to Kingston, from
Grenada to Birmingham, police officers are involved in the ganja trade, using
the trade to drive a wedge between progressive Rastas, anti-imperialist elements
and those Rastas who were seduced by the TV sets, video equipment and stereo
equipment which are dangled before them.

This contradiction reached its apogee in Grenada in 1980 when pro-capitalist
elements mobilised Rastas around the cultivation of ganja as part of a campaign
against the Grenada Revolution.

The presence of coptics marked a new stage in the contention of the culture of
oppression and the culture of resistance. Undoubtedly, because of the very
nature of police repression against Rastas in the past, genuine brethren have
been cautious in distinguishing themselves from a formation which passionately
defends the herb. However, in the face of the vital need for deliverance and
redemption, it will become clearer that it is not in the interest of the brethren to
make a fetish out of smoking the weed; for just as the use of the Kola nut
subsided because the trade was taken over by slavers, conscious Rasta elements
are shunning the anti-Rasta of the Ethiopian Zion Coptic Church.*

More and more it is becoming clear that the words of Cabral need to be
invoked among the Rastafari:

“In the face of the vital need for progress, the following attitudes or
behawviours will be no less harmful to Africa: indiscriminate compliments;
systematic exaltation of virtues without condemning faults; blind
accepiance of the values of culture, without considering what presently
or politically regressive elements it contains; confusion berween what
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is the expression of an objective and material historic reality and what
appears to be a creation of the mind or the product of a peculiar
temperament; absurd linking of artistic creations, whether good or not,
with supposed racial characieristics;, and finally, the non-scientific or
scientific critical appreciation of the cultural phenomenon.”” (My
emphasis)

Imperialism from the outset had wanted to reinforce the regressive elements ot
Rasta, for through the work of their anthropologists and sociologists they had
understood very well the dialectic of negative and positive influences of the
history of black people and Rastafari. While those aspiring for a scientific and
progressive orientation had no time for insights which seemed to depart from
models in Western Europe, imperialism, knowing the full force and potential of
Rasta, did not ignore the search for an African identity by the Rastas, but rather
took care to foster its most negative aspects: the reinforcement of individualism
— and the alienation from the revolutionary features of Marxism.

Through a bevy of researchers the international capitalists have sought to
promote the particularly metaphysical and idealistic aspects of the movement,
while relying on the original distortions of Simpson that Rastas were black
‘supremacists’. This project continues, so that many young Rastas who did not
have the original foundation have simply accepted the wearing of the locks as a
religious phenomenon, and invoke backward ideas on the role of women and the
place of the Rasta in the struggle for liberation.

The challenge of imperialism to Rasta has meant that the movement has had
to fall back on all the resources of resistance which had been handed down from
the slaves. To remedy the promotion of false Dreads, the Rastas have embarked
omra quiet programme of cultural resistance; while at the ideological level Walter
Rodney pointed to a possible path for the Rasta with his materialist
interpretation of African history, which was aimed at liberating the Rastas from
the preoccupation with Haile Selassie.

Rodney’s Groundings were part of a project to explain that black people in the
West could not support anti-people regimes in Africa, even if at a moment in
history this regime had been at the forefront of the struggle for African
liberation. After the 1972 Pan-African Congress and his own return to the
Caribbean, Rodney warned that there will be more disillusionment; for

“eue have shared romantic visions about the African continent. We have
allowed illusions to take the place of serious analysis of what actual
struggles are taking place in the African continent; what social forces are
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represented in the government and what is the actual shape of society”.

This statement, made in reference to the changes in Tanzania, could very well
have been a preparation for the Rastas for what was taking place in Ethiopia.

It is to the conjunction of the Groundings of Walter Rodney with the cultural
resistance of Rasta and the international explosion of reggae that we now turn.
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Chapter Five

RASTA, REGGAE AND CULTURAL RESISTANCE

“Stnce music, art and literature play an important part in our society, we
must learn to serve the masses in @ progressive manner. We must not only
take part in non-political developments, but we must use our talent to
influence the entive world with the greatest force.”

Ainsley Vaughan

“Ger up. Stand up for your rights.”
The Wailers

“In our epoch the Rastafari have represented the leading force of this
expression of racial consciousness.”
Walier Rodney

Rasta and the Rediscovery of the Cultural Heritage of the Slave

Rastafarians in Jamaica were in the process of creating a popular culture which
was based on the spirit of resistance, combined with the good humour and spirit
of joy which had become part of the disposition of black peoples of the world.
As capitalist relations in the society deepened, and the people had the distinct
feeling that capitalism was destroying their personality, the Rastas were a
section of the working poor who wanted to break the spirit of competition and
individualism which permeated the society and its main institutions.

Already in the hills of Sligoville, the Rastas had repaired the breach of envy
and malice with an openness and honesty which scared the planters. The spectre
of another village community which could breed the germs of black resistance,
similar to the free villages of Paul Bogle at Stony Gut, sent chills down the
spines of the planters.

Dispersed and despised, the Rastas moved to the urban areas to face
humiliation, arrest and hostility. But the quiet campaign of the hills was taken
to the city and the spirit of sharing, cooperation, self-reliance and solidarity
which guided Pinnacle went to the tenement yards of Kingston and the rubbish
heaps called ‘Dungle’, where they were forced to live.

One of the early manifestations of the new spirit was in the very preparation
of food and meals — in the making of ital food. Forced to live at the barest
minimum, the Rastas sought a diet which would ensure a healthy existence,
since they knew that the medical infrastructure of the society was prejudiced
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against the poor and Rastas. Instead of relying on the old custom of consulting
obeah men or women, the Rastas took care to learn about those herbs and plants
which had medicinal value, and took greater care to prepare the kind of food
which guaranteed good health,

Long before the high levels of chemicals and preservatives in food processing
had caused concern for the Food and Drug Administration in the United States,
the Rastafari had denounced the high content of drugs in the locally imported
food, and were teaching their neighbours the value of local food crops in the
making of ital food.

Rastafari were at the forefront of articulating the need for a food policy for the
people, for it was never part of the overall objective of the colonial or neo-
colonial State to provide a proper balanced diet for the people. The post-slavery
consumption habits which relied heavily on imported food — especially cod fish
and chicken back for the poor — guaranteed that the tastes and eating habits of
the society integrated Jamaica into the North American agricultural/food
complex.

The preference for using Canadian flour rather than cassava flour for
dumpling was but one manifestation of a wider problem — a problem which was
connected to the continued emphasis on exporting sugar, coffee, bananas and
citrus. There has never been in Jamaican history a programme for the building
of an integrated economy where the industrialisation of agriculture would bring
new skills to the rural areas, while at the same time organising the kind of
farming which effectively produced, utilised and preserved local food crops.

Report followed report in tragi-comic succession, outlining the levels of
malnutrition among the poor; and it is significant that even the United States
Army commissioned a study of the Ecology of Malnutrition in the Caribbean.*

Despite the overwhelming evidence in these reports of how the fact of
undernourishment and malnutrition affect the general health of the society,
especially the working poor, there is still very poor knowledge of the nutritional
value of local foodstuffs. Rastas embarked on a project to use the fruits,
vegetables and plants of the countryside so that they could break the
dependence on imported food.Yams, boiled bananas, plantains, callaloo, chocho
and a wide range of local foodstuffs, which had been the food of the slaves, were
prepared meticulously by the Rastas. They made use of the coconut, which
could be used to make cooking oil or to provide the natural base for other food.

There is no major or dramatic difference between ital food and the food of the

*This report was atrocious in its analysis of the changes in Cuba in the area of food production. Its distortions
showed just how possible it was to use statistics to confuse. This report did, however, quote a study comparing 204
Jamaican children who had died between the ages of 6 months and 3 years with living children. They established
that 70 of the deaths had been caused by malnutrition and that malnutrition had been a contributory cause of death
in 132 cases. See Jacques M. May and Donna L. McLellen, The Ecology of Malnuirition in the Caribbean, Hafner
Press, N.Y., 1973. Apart from the US Army, the Rockefeller Foundation has sponsored studies and seminars on
the problem of Malnutrition. It should not be a surprise that the US Army is interested in the food habits of the
Caribbean people, for the US capitalists have given notice of using food as a weapon.(1)
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poor rural farmer, except that many Rastas do not use salt, processed
condiments, or chemically preserved canned food. Over the years many Rastas
have become vegetarians, though some continue to eat fish, especially since
before the redevelopment projects changed the landscape of the Kingston and
Meontego Bay seaside, many had made their livelihood as fishermen or
fishmongers.

Whatever the differences between the vegetarians and the eaters of flesh,
however, they all renounced the eating of pork. This renunciation of the pig had
a tremendous impact on Jamaican society, such that pig farmers and the
importers of ham and bacon witnessed a tremendous drop in sales.

This intervention in the discussion of a food programme could not be far-
reaching encugh to affect the rate of malnutrition, and the defects in diet still
show in the deformed bodies of rural Jamaicans, though the tradition of ital food
was becoming significant in the society. Yet, as in all aspects of Rasta culture,
over-zealous supporters have been rigorous in their condemnation of the use of
the pig, to the point where a level of intolerance developed.

This rigidity was especially noticeable when Rastafarians went to Cuba and
were critical of the widespread eating of pork in this socialist island. No effort
was made to distinguish pig rearing and pork preparation in a socialist society
from the pig rearing which uses a large abundance of nitrates and nitrites in the
factory farming of the advanced capitalist countries.?

Rastas live in a world where there are huge butter and wheat mountains,
where capitalist rationale dictates that it is more economical to shoot cattle than
to provide cheap meat, while there is no reorganisation of the priorities of the
globe to stamp out world hunger. Ital food is only one rejection of the persistent
attempt to get poor people to want to eat Kelloggs Cornflakes every morning, or
to get them to support Kentucky Fried Chicken restaurants, McDonalds, and
other fast food chains of the US which have sought to become established in
Jamaica.

The preparation of food consistent with the resources of the society was only
one other aspect of the overall thrust towards independence and self-reliance. In
an effort to deepen their roots in the society, and the link with the rugged,
defiant slave, the Rastas have built upon the foundations of the Jamaican
language, resisting the traditions of the local whites, mulattoes and educated
blacks which said that the language of the people was ‘bad talk’.

Through the years of slavery and colonialism the language of Jamaica had
developed out of the fusion of African and European languages which were
spoken in the society.® This language incorporated a conceptual system in
keeping with the retention of skills, the existence of a technical vocabulary, the
prevalence of handicraft skills, a system of beliefs, entertainment and those
cultural values which formed the world of the poor African Jamaican. The
standard English of the schools and law courts was a second language to the
sufferers.

Louise Bennett was ameng the ardent nationalists who took the language of
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the people to the whole society, such that her work precipitated a debate about
the place of the Jamaican language: a healthy debate which still continues with a
high level of research and publication on the potential for the use of the
Jamaican language in schools. «

Nowadays the pride of Louise Bennett’s defiance is still frowned upon by the
State, for in Jamaica, English remains the language of commerce, education,
State affairs and the radio. It is still the ambition of poor people to master the
skill of using the English language, for the use of English is coterminous with
the acquisition of higher education, and a much sought-after escape from
poverty under neo-colonialism.

But in their search for this escape out of the ranks of the working class, many
children of the poor who got this passport effected a level of alienation which
was expressed in snobbishness, idle boastfulness, and oftimes an affected
Oxbridge accent.

Rastafari understood the importance of education, but they aspired to the
kind of education which would not alienate them from their communities. The
first Rasta were avid readers, and they saw it as their duty to be informed on the
politics, economics, geography and history of both Jamaica and Africa.

In their determined effort to break with the sophistry of the English culture of
Jamaica, some even struggled to learn the Ambharic language of Ethiopia. But
this could never be a language of communication in Jamaica; so a slow process
was started to develop expressions and to form a language which reflected their
solidarity, self-reliance and Africanness.

This was a major task in the era of cultural imperialism when indigenous
languages throughout the underdeveloped world were deteriorating as a result
of the degradation of work and the dispossession of peasants, artisans, and
skilled personnel by the transnational corporations. Rastas took up this
challenge, and in their confrontation with the mystique of Hollywood they
found it necessary to strengthen the Jamaican language with their own variant,
‘Rasta talk’. This talk sought the deepest expression of racial memory, and the
power of this memory was expressed in the lyrics of the Rasta song — reggae.

The Roots of Reggae

“Cultural poems spring from the history and experiences of the people who
develop them, so are calypso and reggae products of the historical
experiences of Africans in the Caribbean. But, while the medium of
expression of protests and sentiments of the Africans in the Americas have
taken varying forms, we find the content and spirit of Jazz and Blues in

*The foundations of the work of Louise Bennett had been built upon F.G. Cassidy, Famaica Talk, Macmillan,
1976, and F.G. Cassidy and R.B. LePage, Dictionary of Jamaican English, Cambridge University Press, 1976,
These studies have now been supplemented by the work of Caribbean scholars who have participated in the lively
debates on the question of language.
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Afro-America, and the present Reggae in Famaica reflect the same
message — a reaction o the exploitation and oppression of the Africans in
the New World.”

Patrick Hylion, 1975

This quotation, from the study by Patrick Hylton on the politics of Caribbean
music, encapsulates the essence of the role of cultural resistance and political
assertion by the denigrated black souls of the West. Robbed of their language
and forcibly tied to the institutions of capital, African peoples developed
musical forms which were means of both communication and inspiration.*
When the planters banned the nocturnal drummings, this African drumming
survived the storms of prosecution and repression by taking refuge in the
villages and in the spirit of those who kept the memory of Africa alive.

I.ike the seed which awaited conditions favourable to assure the survival of
the species and its development, African culture in Jamaica took shelter in the
religious expressions of Cumina, the Bongo Men, and the drumming of ‘John
Canoe’, only to explode triumphantly out of the confines of the persecution in
the form of reggae. But this had to await the period of decolonisation, when
political independence had ushered in the need to emancipate the mind from
mental slavery.

In Jamaica the planters and their allies had been relentless in their denigration
of black cultural forms. Unlike the United States of America or Britain, where
the capitalist class could boast their own bourgeois cultural values, the local
planters aped the achievements of other white societies, but could not fashion a
cultural apparatus of their own. Though they poured scorn on everything black,
the ferocity with which they did this stemmed in part from their own insecurity
and lack of creativity.

Those blacks who had internalised the ideas of Europe and felt that other
black people had no culture joined whites and mulattoes in putting on second
rate ventures; while the energetic blacks, like Louise Bennett and Ranny
Williams, competed with those purveyors of Shakespeare who wanted to tell
black people that their cultural link lay with the 16th century English
countryside.”

The work songs of the banana loaders (e.g.“Day O”, which was popularised
by Harry Belafonte) and the calypso of the villages were commercialised during
and after World War II to the point where Jamaica mento and calypso were seen
as products to lure tourists to the palm trees and sandy beaches, just as certain
forms of black music were being used in the US to sell soap, deodorants and
toothpaste.

As in the US, where the raw blues and jazz sought to distance themselves
from this commercial product, so it was in Jamaica as the Rastafari continued a
musical tradition of Africa — the call and response (lead and chorus) — as a mode
of expression. The Rasta continued a vocal and instrumental form of black
music which was as alive in Brazil, Cuba, Haiti and Memphis as it was in
Trenchtown.




126

Rasta and Resistance

The similarities between the evolution of reggae and the blues may be
explored in future research, but one fact remained constant, i.e. the power of

the spirit. Leroi Jones, in tracing the social evolution of black American music,
said:

‘.‘ro go back in any historical (or emotional) line of Black music leads us
inevitably to religion, i.e. the spirit worship. This phenomenon is always
at the root of black art, the worship of the spirit — at least the summoning
of or by such a force.”

Inside rural Jamaica this spirit spoke through the music and rituals of Cumina,
chgmania, and the Bongo Men. These spirits spoke through the drum, and the
spiritual and secular forms of Jamaican music were fused together in what was
to evqlve as reggae. At the base of the secular and spiritual black music of
Jamaica was the drum. Verena Reckford, in her introductory study of
Rastafari music, identified the drums which were prominent in the Rasta
drumming: they were the Fundeh, the Repeater and the Bass drum.®

The pride of the Rasta drums and the chants of the brethren coincided with a
period when a new musical form was taking place in Jamaica — called ska.
During the euphoria of political independence talented musicians like Don
Drummond, Ernest Ranglin, Johnnie Moore, Roland Alphonso, Tommy
McCook and Jackie Mittoo created a unique Jamaican jazz culture where the
melody of horns was fused with the drums in a free form music which was
mellifluous and rebellious.t

Rasta music and Jamaican black nationalism fused in the music of the
Skatalites! Because the radio stations of Jamaica continuously played the music
of white America — Elvis Presley, Pat Boone, Doris Day and Neil Sedaka — the

'l'The process of change from ska to rock steady was imperceptible and undramatic. Ska was a musical form which
combined the best traditions of black American jazz with black Jamaican music. It was a music which was
primarily performed and not written down according to defined patterns. Some of the music of the Skatalites is
now being studied, especially in Europe where there has been a conscious attempt to write the music of ska and

study the early records. See two-part series on “Blue Beat and Ska” in the Melody Maker, May 12 and 19, 1979
London. ‘ ,

*Because of the pungent criticism of this music and clear working content of the lyrics, the music of the people did
not get f'manci_ai support: for the record companies exploited the singers and petty politicians sought to exploit the
music for their own ends. The presence of a large community of working class Jamaicans in England, whose
disposable income was more than that of those at home, meant that there was an outlet for the music bevond the
petty prejudices of the radio stations and the Festival Committees which looked disparagingly at the musical forms
forcing their way inte the history of Jamaica and the Caribbean.

In this period young singers like Bob Andy, Jackie Opel, Ken Boothe, the Paragons and Bob Marley began to
sing songs on the problems of the society, and the up-beat tempo of ska was replaced by the songs of the suffering.
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people had to develop their own institutions, called Sound Systems, where the
music of Jamaica and of black America could be played without restraint. These
powerful sound systems were usually played in big yards with bamboo fences,
where the songs of the Skatalites and the drumming of the Rastas would be
heard.

The drumming of O Carolina heralded a new era of music, for the songs sung
by the Rastafari which extolled Ethiopia and Africa were developed within the
confines of the sound systems which vied with each other for supporters.” Socio-
religious and political songs echoed and reverberated across the gullies from the
sound systems, with By The Rivers of Babylon, Let The Power Fall On I, and
the Macabes Version played along with the classic instrumental records called
Man in the Street, Schooling the Duke, Far East, and other music of joy,
consistent with the pride of achieving the status of political independence.

Those songs which had been sung at Warieka Hills, and at Rasta camps
throughout the country, were now being released on record for all to hear. It
was in this period that the Rasta began to influence the content of Jamaican
music; and despite the component of idealism and deliverance, the songs were
pregnant with criticism of the racial hierarchy of the society.

At this time young workers and unemployed youths who had not been part of
the 1983 struggles were no longer ostracising the Rastafarians, but were joining
in large numbers, though the State had done all it could to crush the nationalist
tendency. The more astute politicians understood the full force of the social
community embedded in rock steady, so that there was an effort to co-opt the
Rastafarians by inviting Haile Selassie to Jamaica on a State visit, in April 1966.*

With the visit of His Imperial Majesty, the whites of the hills of St. Andrew
were shocked to find that the Rastas were no mere fringe millenarian ‘cult of
outcasts” as they had been led to believe; for the political leaders had to take a
back seat when Haile Selassie visited Jamaica. So massive was the outpouring of
support for this African monarch that the State had to call upon Rastafarian
leaders, such as Mortimer Planno, to participate in the official functions.

The profound feelings expressed by the black masses led the Jamaican ruling
class to conclude that there had to be ‘new modes of relationships with this
respectable force’. The essence of this new relationship was to consist of the
promotion of those studies which centralised the personality of Haile Selassie in
the overall world view of the Rastafarians.

Young Rastas, who were not aware of the links between Rasta and the
international struggle against fascism in 1935, began to speak of Haile Selassie in
terms of the Christian concept of God. The Jamaican State encouraged this
deification of Haile Selassie to the point where for the first time in the history of
the society, the Ethiopian Orthodox Church was recognised as an authentic
religious institution, along with the Anglican and Roman Catholic institutions.

The older Rastas, who felt that their church was within their body and that
their religious belief should not be isolated to one-day expressions, but part of
their overall world view, looked on as Rasta beliefs were institutionalised in
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order to be more effectively controlled.

The attempt to isolate the black nationalist thrust of Rasta by forcing it into a
religious mould increased with the intrusion of anthropologists and sociologists,
who referred to Rasta as members of a ‘messianic cult’, comparing the
movement to cargo cults and calling Rasta escapists.” From the ideological
spectrum of the cultural pluralists who called Rasta racists, and from the
Marxists who termed Rasta “false consciousness’, the movement was denigrated
until Walter Rodney brought new meaning and purpose to the understanding of
the Rasta by his patient reasoning with the Brethren in sessions called
Groundings.

Walter Rodney’s Groundings With His Brothers

Walter Rodney, who was born in Guyana, spent three years as an undergraduate
at the University of the West Indies in Jamaica, from 1960 to 1963. His interest
in the slave, slavery, and the Atlantic slave trade led him to the School of
Oriental and African Studies in London, where he concentrated his energies on
vigorously recounting the history of the Upper Guinea Coast in West Africa.

In reconstructing the picture of the society before the European invasion,
Rodney took pains to portray the relationships between classes and between
ethnic groups, and to show how the influence of the slavers eventually led to the
warfare and depopulation which strengthened the European merchants. He was
however careful not to project a European framework onto the societies, and he
avoided the pitfall of treating all Europeans as ‘devils’ and Africans as ‘saints’.
As it was explained in the first chapter, Rodney detailed how although African
intermediaries facilitated the trade, it was Europe which ultimately benefited.

After a year of teaching in Africa he returned to Jamaica to teach at the
university, and he took his history lessons to all sections of the society,

Rodney took his training as a historian and researcher to the Rastafari to share
with them his view that African history should serve in the process of liberation.
Rodney stated that:

“One of the major dilemmas inherent in the attempt by black people o
break through the cultural aspects of white imperialism is posed by the use
of Mistorical knowledge as a weapon in our struggle. ..

“The white man has already implanted numerous historical myths in the
minds of black peoples; and those have to be uprooted, since they can act
as a drag on revolutionary activity in the present epoch. Under these
circumstances 1t 15 necessary to direct our historical activity in the light of
two basic principles. Firstly the effort must be directed solely towards
freeing and mobilising black minds. There must be no performances to
umpress whites, for those whites who find themselves beside us on the
firing line will be there for reasons far more profound than their expostire
10 African history. Secondly, the acquired knowledge of African history
must be seen as directly relevant but secondary 1o the concrete ractics and
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strategy which are necessary for our liberation.

In Jamaica, Rodney perceived the Rastafari movement as a major force in th_e
effort towards freeing and mobilising black minds; and he offered his
knowledge and experience to the Rastas and all sectioqs of tl}e black popu%atlon
of Jamaica who wanted to break the myths of white imperialism. T_he history
lessons on Africa which Rodney took to all sections of the communtiy brought
uneasiness and fear to a pretentious leadership which never considered itself
black, for Rodney stated simply that “being black was a powerful fact of the
society™." ‘

This assertion was not made out of intolerance, but out of an unde;standmg
that there should be no privileges for whites or mulattoes to e?(ploit Afrl‘caps. By
bringing the combined power of African history and h.istorlczlzl mate':rlz_lhsm to
Jamaica, Walter Rodney was living out an experience in building .the
consciousness of the poor blacks in a way which had not been attempted since
Garvey. _ ‘ )

Rodney did not approach the Rastas in any populist manner; with hxs
patience and tolerance he promoted the positive aspects of the movement, while
painstakingly clarifving the misinformation on Ethiopian history and culture.

Unlike the Pan-Africans of the 1930’s, and the Garveyites who extolled the
African empires of the past with indiscriminate compliments, Rodney sought to
break the preoccupation with the highly developed political States. Mallnt‘ammg
that the written history of the continent did not touch on the lives of millions of
Africans who lived outside of States such as Egypt, Kush, Axum, Ghana and
Benin, etc., he wrote:

“Even within those Kingdoms the historical accounts often concentrate
narrowly on the behaviour of elite groups and dynasties; we need to
portray the elemenis of African everyday life and to comprehend the
culture of Africans irrespective of whether they were resident in rh_e empire
of Mali or an Ibo wvillage. In reconstructing African civilisations, the
concern 15 to indicate thai African social life had meaning and value, and
that the African past 1s one which the black man in the Americqs can
identify with pride. With the same critenia in mind, it is worth noting the
following aspects of African social behawviour: hospitality, the role and
treatment of the aged, law and public order and social tolerance.”"

Walter Rodney elaborated these themes in a society where the rut of neo-
colonialism had engendered the growth of rude bwoys, armed thugs, and
political leaders who exploited those tendencies. Rodney broke wgth the
traditions of those intellectuals who confined their knowledge to the libraries
and their social activities to the chit-chat of Senior Common Rooms. He brought
a concrete understanding of the importance of Ethiopia without building up any
of the mysticism which surrounded Haile Selassie. ‘ .

Highlighting the positive contributions of Haile Selassie to the African
liberation struggle, he said:
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“His Imperial Majesty, the Emperor Haile Selassie, was the first
African to realise the importance of the European invention of aircraft,
and sought aeroplanes, not 1o be like Europeans but to protect Ethiopian
culture by strengthening it with something new.”

He made an urgent appeal to the Rastas by declaring “Africans (Especially
Youths) Must Learn New Skills”.”

Rodney saw his experiences with the Rastas as a two-way process, for he
understood that their insights were part of the tradition of oral history among
the African peoples of Jamaica, asserting that:

“The collective knowledge of the African experience is the most authentic
basis of the history of the colonial period. Unforunately, much of the
experience was not written down.”™

This fact was to prove a major detriment in the development of working class
ideas in the Caribbean, for the tradition among historians was not one which
recognised the strength of the traditions of oral history, indeed African history.
Consequently, those who sought to develop a materialist world view looked at
the stages of development in European history in order to understand the
historical path of black and non-white peoples.

Rodney recognised that the scheme for development charted by Marx could
not adequately explain the richness of historical variety, and so in his work he
sought to fill this gap, culminating in the major work — How Europe
Underdeveloped Africa. He showed how capitalism in the form of colonialism,
slavery and indentureship failed to perform, in Africa and the rest of the colonial
world, the tasks it had performed in Europe in changing the social relations and
liberating the forces of production,

Walter Rodney was conscious of how the idea of race had become part and
parcel of the struggle for the liberation of blacks everywhere.

“Colour had become important because the white man found it convenient
to use racialism to exploit the black peoples of the world. As Africans, we
will use the question of race to unify ourselves, and to escape from the
oppression of white men and their black lackeys. So long as there are

people who deny our humanity as blacks then for so long must we
proclaim our humanity as blacks,”"

Rodney perceived the Rastas as part of the proclamation of that humanity, for
not only did they see the importance of the African cultural heritage, but they
also wanted to live that culture so that it became a way of life. It is this
perception which led Rodney to say that:

“In our epoch the Rastafari have represented the leading force of this
expression of black consciousness”.”

By the time Rodney was banned from Jamaica, some Rastas had understood his
message to the point that they themselves began to question the emphasis on
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Walter Rodney positively identiﬁedJ with Rastafari in the Caribbean and sought to bring a materialist

understanding to their interpretation of African history.
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repatriation and Haile Selassie, and the more progressive were calling for a
people’s government in Jamaica and Ethiopia.'

The po]mcal activities of Walter Rodney, called Groundings, and the cultural
Eexpressmns.of Count Ossie, called Groundations, were too potent a force to be
ignored by imperialism, so that the JLP regime of Hugh Shearer used the raw
power of the State to prevent Rodney from continuing his work among the
Rastafari and the working poor of Jamaica. He was barred from returning to his
extended family after he attended the historic Black Writers’ Conference in

i‘\lfio;ltreal, Canada, in October 1968. The Minister of Home Affairs declared
at:

o ; :

In my term of office, and in reading of the records of problems in this
country, 7 never come across a man who offers a greater threat to the
security of this land than does Walter Rodney.”””

Without the penetrating and materialist analysis, the State and their foreign
supporters — who as a show of force had Canadian troops doing exercises in the
cou}rlltry i— hoped that the lessons of Rodney would be submerged by the
anthropologists and sociologists who were intent on influencing th
towards ‘millenarianism’, e e movement

AIthough the government of Jamaica banned Rodney, they could not ban the
dem(}nstratlve role of the need for the black intellectual to attach himself to the
chtwqy of the black masses. Rodney’s conception of the role of race and class
consciousness was taken.sermusly by a small Left within the University, which
attempted to continue his work through a newspaper called Abeng (name used
_for the horn of the Maroon warriors, itself a reflection of the new sense of
importance of the people’s history).

But this smalllLeft did not have the resources to match the jet set sociologists
anq anthropologists th exploited the friendship and hospitality of the Rastas in
thglr pursuit of the project to confuse. Rodney’s experience had shown many
gnddle cla":sls iouths that they need not be afraid to identify with Africa or the

astas, and there was a new wave of identification with the 7 ;
different sections of the society. fovement wmong

These two factors, the ideas reproduced by the sociologists and the emergence
of the mxddled class ?asta, were to have an effect on the direction of the
movement; and one of the new Rasta formations to emerge after thi i
the “T'welve Tribes of Israel’. ¢ o period s

Robert Hlll, one of those who sought to establish Abeng, described Twelve
Tribes as middle class drop-outs who converted to Rastafari and formed a tight
closely knit sect gnder the leadership of a man called Gad.™ The Twelve Tribeg
of .Israel cenqahsed the worship of Haile Selassie and repatriation as their
bellef§, stressing the qeed to read the Bible. This organisation achieved
notoriety and membership following the adherence to the Twelve Tribes’ beliefs
of prominent cultural reggae artists; and the Twelve Tribes was one group
which took the promotion of reggae seriously.

|
f
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Walter Rodney had broken the traditions of idealism in the society and in the
process had begun to break the false antithesis between nationalism and
communism, which had hindered the spread of scientific ideas since the time of
Garvey. The two overt signposts of idealism in the society were the glorification
of the European Queen and everything British on the one hand, and on the
other hand the search for a link with Africa which led to identification with an
African King.

At the level of the State this idealism was expressed in the dependence
manifest in the interminable trips abroad for foreign aid. Rodney pointed to a
direction for the society by linking himself to the most despised stratum,
alerting them that they should link their struggles to the Africans of the villages,
the mines and the plantations. Linking the Rastas to change in Africa was one
way to assist their search for links with Africa, but he warned that:

“though Famaican freedom fighters will read some African history in the
course of preparing for hostilities; the struggle of the masses will not wait

23 gy

until the mass of black people reaches an advanced stage”.

Rodney had perceived that the thrust towards African history would not in itself
carry the working poor forward. What was needed was a level of theory and
practice which built upon the foundations of racial and class consciousness, but
in the search for a scientific outlook there were progressives who sought the
answer to Jamaican history in the history of the Soviet Union or China to the
point where the ideas of socialism were linked to the history of particular nation
States.

This led to a new form of idealism, such that the old dichotomy between
Garveyites and communists was replayed in the differences between Rastas and
the organised Left movement. Such a rift allowed space for the Gleaner and the
pseudo-Rastas to distort the legacy of Garvey, especially after Burning Spear
unleashed new interest in Garvey with their album Garvey’s Ghost. The self-
expression which remained vibrant and powerful was reggae.

Dis Ya Reggae Music — Roots, Rock, Reggae

Walter Rodney’s ban from the gullies of Kingston was one more indication of
the lengths to which the State would go to stifle the development of ideas of race
consciousness. This fear of the colour question was evident at the time of the
formation of Millard Johnson’s People’s Political Party, when both the PNP and
the JLP had sunk their differences to launch an attack on the PPP. The General
Secretary of the PNP prepared a special paper on the dangers of the PPP, while
the white overlords founded a movement for a ‘Better Jamaica’ and encouraged
an interest in ‘Moral Rearmament’.* Brother Sam Browne, one of the articulate
leaders of the movement, had for a short while flirted with the idea of electoral
politics, but this form of political participation and expression did not advance
the cause of the poor, for they did not have the resources to compete with the

capitalists.
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The development of reggae music and its circulation was part of a deliberate
effort by the Rastafarians to present their message to the wider Jamaican
community and to the black world. The transition from rock steady to reggae
was, like the transition from ska to rock steady, an imperceptible process which
was both a response to and a reflection of the changing social conditions of the
society. Where rock steady had the legacy of singing the sex and romance songs
of Jackie Opel and Lord Creator, reggae laid emphasis on Africa, black
deliverance and redemption.

This emphasis in the lyrics was combined with a bass line and drumming
which harked back to the conditions of slavery. Count Ossie’s ensemble, the
Mystic Revelations of Rastafari, was at one end of a thrust of Rasta chants, while
the bass guitar of Aston Barret and Robbie Shakespeare was at the other end of
an evolving sound.

It was in the period of the development of reggae that the masses reasserted
the strong influence of cultural values in the development of the confidence of
the society.* Reggae opened possibilities at the cultural, political and
technological level, and was an inexhaustible source of courage and moral
support, such that reggae artists were able to enter the international arena and
force onto the world an expression of oppressed peoples which had been
considered culturally and artistically inferior.

Numerous studies have documented the struggles of reggae artists in the
Jamaican society,” but in the course of the struggle they were able to draw
inspiration from the people and in turn stirred the physical and psychic energies
of the people, which enabled them to withstand the pressures of poverty,
unemployment, gun men and ganja enforcers,

By the end of the sixties, the influence of the Rastafarian movement on the
development of the popular culture was evident by the fact that most serious
reggae artists adhered to some of the principles of the Rastafarian movement.,
Apart from the Mystic Revelation of Rastafari, which had always been
prominent in the expression of their beliefs, ‘Soul Rebels’ such as Bob Marley
and Toots and the Maytals (who sang “Do the Reggae)t were wearing their
hair in locks and were not ashamed to shake their locks at their concerts.

Bob Marley and the Wailers, Dennis Brown, Burning Spear, Dillinger,
Culture, Ras Michael and the Sons of Negus, the Mighty Diamonds, Third

*The period of the emergence of reggae also marked consolidation of other African art forms in Jamaica. One of
the persistent Jamaican nationalists of the period, Professor Rex Nettleford, who started out as a youth in Montego
Bay in the people’s contests called Showboat, proceeded to establish the Jamaican National Dance Theatre
Company. This company was but one of the authentic Jamaican institutions which was to gain international
notoriety, By 1976 Jamaica could boast its own cultural complex, housing the National Schools of Dance, Drama,
Music and Art. Despite the boast, however, that Jamaica is one of the major cultural centres of the developing
world, the facilities of the cultural complex of Music, Dance, Art, Drama, are not yel open to poor people.

TThe written record suggests that the word reggae derived from the words of Toots and the Maytals, who sang this
song - “Do The Reggae” — in 1967, The reggae sound was slower than rock steady and the drumming to reggae
music was slowed down to what was called the skank.

T e P T wny
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World, Bob Andy, and many other culturgl leaders.embraced.Rastafam, and
through their songs helped many other Jamaicans to discover their roots and the
richness of their history. These artists, who were sp.ea_rhea@mg t.he deyelopment
of a popular culture, were uncompromising in their 1dent1ﬁc33}10n with Africa,
such that in 1969 both the ruling party and the opposition l.eader made
pilgrimages to Africa and Ethiopia in an effo_rt to keep abreast of this new pac}f.

These political leaders could go to Afmc_a bu; they c_ould not ‘solv'e' the
underlying economic crisis, and the reggae artists did not wince in their cr:thltlle
of the capitalist system and its slavery antecedent. Bob Andy spoke of the

hardships of the society by singing that:

“This couldn’t be my home,

It must be somewhere else,

Can’t get no clothes to wear,

Can’t get no food to eat,

Can’t get a job to get bread,

That's why Ive got to go back home.”

Bob Marley, who had the experience of a migrant worker‘both 1r}31de and
outside Jamaica, told the people not to be ggharned of t_hekr roots; and the
Wailers continuously wailed about the conditions of their ne1ghbou.rhood -
Trenchtown — while admonishing the youths not to be drawn“mto the
competitiveness and viciousness of the society. One of. tl‘}? songs, 'Man To
Man”, which was later reproduced as “Who The Cap Fits”, warned:

“Man to man is so unjust,
You don’t know who to trust,
Your worse enemy may be your best friend,
Your best friend your worse enemy,
Some will sit and drink with you,
Then behind dem soo soo pon you,
Only your best friend know your secret,
And only he can reveal it.
Who the cap fits, ler him wear 1.

This song protested against the competition within the soc.iety, using lines
which were part of the folk culture for decac_les, at the same time breaking the
tradition of dependence in music where Jamaican artists had simply put popular
rican songs to the reggae beat.

Arﬁeeggae artifts turned togtghe international.audiencg: because Fhough the masses
supported their music, the record companies exploited the singers and offere
them bogus contracts — a situation graphlcally. documented in the ﬁlm'J The
Harder They Come, with Jimmy Cliff. Jimmy Cliff was among the first artists to
leave the shores of Jamaica, while never forgetting his roots, and for a while he
was the most popular Pan-African singer in Africa. .

His song ‘“Wonderful World, Beautiful People” could be heard in Egypt, and
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pis fO{.‘CEl:ft.ll protest against the war in “Vietnam” linked reggae to the anti-
1mpeglahst movement. These songs were all linked to the deep spiritualism of
]a'maxcan society, with the problems of wretchedness described as “Many
Rivers To Cross”.

Jimmy Cliff and the Wailers, in separate ventures, had mobilised the
tecl}nology‘ of Europe and North America to promote the music. For the
Wgﬂers this promotion took the shape of a partnership with Island Records
which ‘enabled them to prepare their music with electric keyboards, synthesisers
and mizxers.

But even this quest to use the most advanced technology did not stifle the
content, for Caich A Fire, their first album with Island Records, went back to
the horrors of slavery to bring a new form of Reggae:

“Slave Driver, the table is turning,
Caich a fire so you can get burn ...
Everytime I hear the crack of the whip
My blood runs cold,

I remember on the slave ship

How they brutalised my very soul.
They say that we are free

The only thing thar change is poverty,
Good God I think illiteracy

Is only a machine to make money.”

Not even the packaging which went into this album could detract from the way
in which the lessons from Groundings and Groundations were now being
circulated. The reasonings in Mortimer Planno’s yard were now being put to
song, such that the Wailers sang about “Concrete Jungle” and “Four Hundred
Years” of the same philosophy.

While ]immy‘ Cliff and the Wailers were playing for the world of oppressed
blacks, reggae singers led the protest to the Shearer regime by singing the songs
of despair = “I an I Gwine Beat Down Babylon”, and of hope — “Better Must
Comle”. Michael Manley, the son of former Premier, Norman Manley, and
cousin to the Prime Minister, Hugh Shearer, had by 1969 ascended to the
leadership of the People’s National Party. This party had in 1968 supported the
ban of Walter Rodney from Jamaica but by 1969, after the riots, understood
that Fhe Rastafarian brethren were a force to be reckoned with.

Mlqhael Manley found some legitimacy in the eyes of the young Dreads, for
Claudius Hepry, who by 1968 had been released from prison, supported the
People’s National Party and Michael Manley.” Not only did Manley utilise the
songs of the people in the election campaign, but he trailed behind the masses
and f':xplmtel:d their spiritual leanings, furthering the work of those US-trained
public relations experts who projected Manley as the ‘new messianic leader’.

In the process the PNP reinforced the negative aspects of leaderism and the
cult of the personality in the political culture of Jamaica. Equating his rival,
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Hugh Shearer, with the biblical figure Pharoah, Manley likened himself to the
biblical Joshua; and to complete the mockery of the beliefs of the people and his
image as their redeemer, he walked around with an African walking stick —
which he called the ‘Rod of Correction’ — claiming that it was given to him by
Haile Selassie. His party was able to mobilise considerable support, not only
because of this symbolism, but because of the mass opposition to the anti-black
and pro-imperialist position of the JLP administration. The PNP won the 1972
general election with an overwhelming mandate.”

The PNP’s campaign reinforced the idealism and individualism of the
society, for the PNP never went to the people with a coherent programme or
platform to end unemployment and political violence. When the Rastas felt the
full brunt of State coercion, consistent with the objectives of Operation
Buccaneer and the anti-democratic Gun Court, the songs of relief and jubilation
of 1972 were turned into warnings to the PNP. Max Romeo’s stern warning to
the PNP was in the song “No Joshua No”:

“You took them out of bondage

And they thank you for i,

You sang them songs of love

And they tried to sing with it;

But now in the desert,

Tired, Batiered and Bruised,

They think they are forsaken

They think they have been used.
Rasta is waitching and blaming you,
Since you are my friend Joshua

I want you to forward and start anew.”

This warning was taken seriously by sections of the PNP who wanted to ride on
the wave of black consciousness to remove Manley from the leadership of the
party. To keep abreast of the pressures in the society Manley declared for
‘Democratic Socialism’, invoking the 1940 platform of the party which had been
placed in reserve during the struggle against the Left in the PNP in 1952.%

However, the reformist content of the programme did not affect the £CONOMIC
control of the clique of 21 families® who continued to live in opulence while
unemployment and political thuggery remained the reality of the poor. This
democratic socialism provided some scope for positive action for the Left in
Jamaica. They could now publish and speak without fear of the anti-socialist
hysteria of the capitalist class.

The political zigzags of Manley led the youths and Rastas to articulate their
opposition to the social structure through reggae. Bob Marley and the Wailers
articulated the statements of the poor in song, and made their claim as
spokespersons for Rastafarian culture with the album Burning. The cover of the
album showed the defiance of the anti-ganja drive, and they told the people
“Get Up, Stand Up for Your Rights”. This political rallying call by Marley and
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Peter Tosh was backed up by the words “You can fool some people sometimes,
but can’t fool all the people all the time”.

This album contained printed lyrics so that those who did not understand the
Jamaican language could follow the themes of the songs. Already in the USA,
the rhythm and blues singer Taj Mahal had made a reproduction of ‘Slave
Driver’ in a blues version, as the culture of resistance took root in the Eastern
Caribbean, the USA, Europe and Africa.

On the album Burning, the Wailers reproduced “I Shot The Sheriff”, a song
which had been written by Bob Marley but made famous by the rock star Eric
Clapton. The content of this music found sympathetic audiences throughout the
world, for the symbolism of defying the establishment endeared not only blacks,
but white cultural artists such as Mick Jagger, John Lennon and the growing
number of whites who identified with the counter culture.*

Rastafari as an all-class ideology was kept vibrant because of the pressures of
the poor; consequently the metaphysical and mystical tendencies of those who
wanted to look inwards could not become the dominant part of the movement.
However, this did not stop the movement from suffering from some of the
individualism and competition which was part of the political culture. Rastas
were always struggling with the unity of opposites within their ranks, and, for a
while after the Rodney intervention, those who spoke of the need for total
liberation took the ascendancy, so that the Rastas were in the forefront of the
international African Liberation Day celebrations.

These celebrations inspired a whole range of songs around the concept of
armed struggle, and Count Ossie and the Mystic Revelations of Rastafari made a
stirring tribute to the people of Mozambique when they became independent,
with Tales of Mozambique. The Mystic Revelations of Rastafari not only took
this message to the United States of America, but from their community centre
in Wareika they preserved the strong African traditions of the society in making
their music an integral part of the community.

It was in this community that the fusion of the instruments and the drum had
led to the musical form called reggae. When the thrust towards reaching a wider
audience led to the development of this kind of music, with the bass guitar
taking the lead, another group emerged in Jamaica to carry on the traditions of
Count Ossiet — Ras Michael and the Sons of Negus. This group used the

*From time to time comparisons have been made between the hippies and the Rasta movement in that both
represented tendencies which were anti-capitalist. However, the historical record showed that while the hippie
movement was a passing phenomencn of the ’60s, the Rasta movement remains an expression of black
consciousness and Pan-African liberation. There were some similarities in the ideological world view of the hippies
and the Rastas, but it would be incorrect to dismiss reggae and Rasta (as some socialist States do) as mere
reflections of capitalist decadence. Rasta culture is inextricably linked to the future of Africa.

+tWhen Count Ossie died in a tragic accident in October 1976, the culture of Rastafari had already become
Jamaican culture. At the funeral, the leaders of the PNP and the JLP jostled each other so that they could have
their pictures taken carrying the casket of this cultural leader. Count Ossie always attempted to build unity in his
community and among the Rastas.
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foundation of the drum to chant the songs which said “Africa must be free,
Black Man must be free, Rastafari”.

The combined efforts of the Rastafarians and their leaders helped to place
Jamaica in the anti-imperialist camp, so that by the time the South Africans
invaded Angola in 1975, the Rasta movement and Jamaica consistently opposed
the system of apartheid. Groups like Burning Spear, Bob Marley and the
Wailers presented a variant of reggae music which centralised the question.

Burning Spear, taking their name from the Kenyan anti-colonial leadership,
instilled a new interest in the work and philosophy of Marcus Garvey at a time
when the State helped to make him a hero on the same plane as Norman Manley
and Alexander Bustamante. The invocation of the coming to pass of Marcus
Garvey’s words and the inability to get food to eat and money to spend was
added to the memory of slavery with “Do you remember the days of slavery?”

As a group, however, Burning Spear did not survive, for the collective spirit
which was to be found in the Mystic Revelation of Rastafari crumbled in the
face of international pressures towards individualism.

Bob Marley and the Wailers had already suffered this problem, for Burning
was the last album to project the combined talents of Bob Marley, Peter Tosh
and Bunny Wailer. The pressures of capitalist individualism, manifest in the
efforts of the record companies and music magazines to project Bob Marley, led
to the break-up of the Wailers, which had struggled for ten years to present the
“Trenchtown Rock”.

Fortunately, the talent and skill of Bunny Wailer and Peter Tosh did not
suffer, for they went on to successful careers, making memorable albums. Peter
Tosh’s explicit political message came across on the albums Equal Rights and
Legalise It. He had participated in demonstrations against apartheid by placing
himself alongside those in the frontline of the struggle, singing “We must fight
against apartheid”. Meanwhile, Bunny Wailer exposed his reflective spirit in
the album Blackheart Man when he reminded people that ““they killed
Lumumba for his own rights, but they can’t keep the Rasta man down™.

Space does not permit the full investigation of this vibrant expression of the
Rastas, for alongside those artists mentioned above were groups such as
Culture, which used the music to give history lessons — “The Arawaks Were
There First” and to speak of Garvey’s prophecy “When The Two Sevens
Clash™.

Simultaneous with the drive towards self-expression was the experimentation
with dub and rockers, which presented a unique musical force. Dub was simply
the genius of the engineer who mixed the music to emphasise particular
instruments. This innovation demonstrated the technical sophistication which
had been harnessed in the promotion of the culture of resistance, and the dub
version was a non-verbal form of communication, reminiscent of the intense
drumming of the slaves.
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Rockers and dub* encapsulated a form of communication which said that the
levels of ‘downpression’ were too dread to be spoken about. Sociologists and
anthropologists could not understand the attraction for young people to go
through the ritual of internalising one of the heaviest bass beats possible on the
bass guitar, while standing silently and rocking till the wee hours of the
morning.

Inside the black community of England the tradition of the sound men
became important, and by the end of the seventies the police and local
authorities began to learn of the influence of the neighbourhood sound systems
so that in Birmingham the police and local councils undertook to support
‘sounds’ which were cooperative with the State. Imperialism hoped that if they
could not stifle the music they may as well try to control it. Yet artists such as
Bob Marley kept developing the music until it reached the freedom fighters of
Zimbabwe.

Bob Marley and the Internationalisation of Reggae and Rasta

Unlike other artists who went in for the dub versions of their songs, Bob Marley
never went in for this form of populism but remained consistent in using the
power of the song to inspire and mobilise. Bob Marley’s contribution to Rasta
and Reggae was the way in which he brought a level of expertise and insight into
the production of the music, in such a way that he could end the exploitation of
black singers by multi-national record companies.

Robert Nesta Marley was born in the parish of St. Ann in Jamaica after the
second world war, and his adolescent years, spent in the urban areas of
Kingston, taught him to fully appreciate the problems of police brutality,
poverty and harassment of Rastafari.

Marley’s father was an Englishman and his mother an African-Jamaican, but
unlike many other Jamaicans of mixed parentage, Marley clung to the society’s
roots of African heritage and turned his back on the deformities of the society
which turned mulattoes into ambivalent citizens torn between Europe and
Africa,

Marley’s career as a singer and writer spanned 20 years, from 1961 to 1981,
and during that period he distinguished himself as a spokesperson for the Rastas
and other eppressed peoples in a manner which had not been attempted since
the time of Garvey.

*The innovation which was called dub was essentially the work of an engineer. Sebastian Clark described dub in
the following way:
“The dub would entail adding tape echo fed into the mixing board by a revox two rack machine at a
speed of three and three quarter i.p.s. The engineer could then move the dub button from its upward
position downwards, and this sudden cutting of the guitar from the tape would create a spiralling
reverberating effect. The engineer could also feed the tape echo inio the phaser, which was then fed into
the mixing board 10 create other effects ...”
It was the sound men who in their efforts to create new excitement attempted to modernise their sets. These sound
men were not always Rastas, for one of the more renowned dub mixers, King Tubby, was not a Rasta, though this
did not prevent the police from continually harassing him,”
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Despite the break-up of the Wailers, Marley’s example of the defiant
Rastaman gave courage to thousands of Dreads who could shake their locks as
he shook his locks on stage and sang Dread Naity Dread. With the departure of
Peter Tosh and Bunny Wailer, Bob Marley was backed up by the I Threes —
Judy Mowatt, Rita Marley and Marcia Griffiths — Rasta women who were gifted
artists in their own right. Dressed in long African gowns, and with their heads
wrapped, they toured Europe and North America with Bob Marley, always on
stage with a picture of the young Haile Selassie and Marcus Garvey in the
background.

Bob Marley’s music transcended the contradictions implicit in the attitudes of
Rasta men, especially Twelve Tribes, towards their women; and this transcend-
ence was epitomised in No Woman No Cry. The images of burning logwood, of
the tenement yards of Western Kingston, of the food of the poor — cornmeal
porridge — and the hopes for the future, were expressed with such humility that
this song became one of Marley’s must successful singles. Throughout his career
Marley continued to sing songs of love and tenderness, for, like Che Guevara, he
understood that one could not aspire towards changing the world unless one
were guided by the principles of love.

The aspiration to change the world was central to the themes of Bob Marley,
and in his music he helped to shift the movement away from mysticism and
idealism. As early as 1974, when the politicians spoke of ‘democratic socialism’,
Bob Marley told the Rastas and working people “Never trust a politician to
grant you a favour, they will always want to control you forever” in his call for
Revolution. The State could not countenance the overt call of the Rastas and
reggae for social change, so the political careerists banned this music from the
airwaves.

Remaining close to the tensions of the urban poverty from which he came,
Marley translated the grimace of the poor into song, singing “I seem to wear a
permanent screw’’. Marley complemented his call for “Revolution” in Talking
Blues as he sang:

“I’ve been down on the rock for so long

I seem to wear a permanent screw.

But I'm gonna stare in the sun,

Let the rays shine in my eves,

I'm gonna rake a just one more step more,
Cause I feel like bombing a church

Now that I know the preacher is lying.
So who’s gonna stay at home

When the freedom fighters are fighting?”

The fear of the local politicians of this kind of reggae was replicated in the
metropolitan countries as the State saw before their own eyes the creation of a
strong popular movement based on the principles of African liberation. Marley
had consciously sought to break the bonds of Jamaican chauvinism to
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progressively lend his music to all oppressed peoples, following the tradition of
Howell and the first Rastas who had broken the petty distinctions between rural
and urban people.

Under the labels of ‘Jamaican Independence’ and ‘Black Nationalism’,
Millard Johnson had opposed the Pan-Caribbean idea of the West Indian
Federation such that, despite the small size of Jamaica, the people derisively
referred to the other peoples of the English-speaking Caribbean as “Small
Islanders”. Rastafari and reggae broke this tradition to the point where young
Dreads in the Eastern Caribbean were assisting in breaking the historic
intolerance between the island societies, and at the cultural level unleashed a
new tradition of tolerance so that the stirring calypso critiques of Chalkdust and
Lord Short Shirt were played along with reggae.

Rastafarianism as a force exploded in the Eastern Caribbean, projected by the
image of Bob Marley and the sounds of Jimmy Cliff and Burning Spear. These
Rastas, who showed that dread culture did not have to glorify Ethiopia, were
inspired by the album Rastaman Vibrations, and in many ways the lyrics of this
album were made household words in the region.

One of the most favoured of Marley’s songs, “War”, was the reflection of
popular support for the African Liberation struggle at the time when Henry
Kissinger, the then American Scretary of State, attempted to dictate to the
Caribbean people who to support in Angola. The words of this song were from a
speech delivered by Haile Selassie in the United States in 1964:

“Until the philosophy which hold one race
superior and another inferior

Is finally and permanently discredited

and abandoned;

Uniil there are no longer

First class and second class citizens of any nation;
Until the basic human rights arve equally
guaranteed o all without regard to race;
Uniil that day, the dream of lasting peace,
world citizenship and the rule of international
morality will remain a fleeting illusion

To be pursued but never attained;

And until the ignoble and unhappy regimes
that hold our brothers in Angola, in
Mozambigue, and in South Africa

in sub-human bondage, have been roppled
and destroyed;

Until that day the African continent will
not know peace;

We Africans will fight, if necessary,

And we know that we shall win

as we are confident in the victory of
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good over evi

At a time when the confidence of the Rasta movement was shaken by the
revelations of the 1975 revolution in Ethiopia, Marley was astute enough to
promote the positive contributions of Haile Selassie on the anti-colonial front,
while singing a single called “Jah Lives” to reassert the fact that Rasta had a life
beyond Haile Selassie, saying that “Dread shall be dread and dread again”. This
single, which was one of Marley’s most popular singles inside Jamaica, was
never reproduced on a long-playing album, while he was alive.

Just as the slaves of the Americas had invoked the will of God in their
deliverance, Rastafari was looking to a black land and a black God which would
help to free them from neo-colonialism. The Jah which Marley and other Rastas
sang about was one who had to be willing to join the struggle of black people,
and bore little resemblance to the autocratic monarch which Haile Selassie
turned out to be.

Rastaman Vibrations coincided with this affirmation of the future life of
Rastafari as a movement, and Marley was consciously assisting in pushing the
movement along with the dynamism of the struggles of the anti-imperialist
movement. The complete album was a classic, with a song about African
Liberation, a song on the plight of the workers — “Night Shift” — another song
of praise for the music — “Roots, Rock, Reggae” — plus a castigation of the
C.L.A. interference and political violence in Jamaica — “Rat Race”. This song,
written jointly with the soccer star Allan (Skill) Cole, showed that Marley was
sensitive to the divisions which broke up the working class neighbourhoods of
Western Kingston.

Neither Bob Marley nor the Rastafari movement could remain aloof from the
political struggles which were taking place during the 1976 electoral struggles,
when the ruling party spoke of a CIA campaign of destabilisation. Counter-
revolutionary violence was organised in the society to create confusion,
instability and fear among the working people.”

Similar to the popular support for change expressed in songs, during the 1972
election campaign reggae artists sang songs supporting the link between
Jamaica and Cuba, though some limited their expressions to the partisan theme
of ‘Heavy Manners’. Bob Marley had intervened in the discussion with a
People’s Concert supported by the Manley administration. Three days before
the concert, Marley was shot by gunmen who kicked down the door of his
house. Marley escaped death in 1976 only to succumb to cancer in 1981, when
he was only 36 years old.

Marley used his music as a vehicle of mobilisation. Some of the lyrics were
linked to the Rasta formation to which he was closest, the Twelve Tribes of
Israel; for the album — Exodus Movement of Fah People — was linked to a project
of repatriation. Twelve Tribes, however, found out concretely the problems of
translating a dream into a reality and Bob Marley saw some of the shortcomings
of the scheme to settle in Ethiopia when he visited Shashamane, Ethiopia, in
November 1978. From 1976 to 1977 the shock of the attack by gunmen forced
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Marley into a temporary exile, and the content of his music suffered a temporary
decline — as manifest in the album Kava.

Marley’s return to Jamaica after this period demonstrated that as a cultural
artist he was at his best when he was close to the struggles and aspirations of the
people. This became apparent from his last two albums — Survival and Uprising.
In Survival he returned to the message of Walter Rodney, who spoke of how
millions survived the system of slavery. Rodney’s last words in Groundings were:

“Now we have gone through a historical experience through which by all
accounts we should have been wiped out. We have been subjected to
genocidal practices. Millions raped from the West African continent, a
system of slavery which was designed to kill people . . .

“Now not only have we survived as a people, but the black brothers in
Kingston, Famaica in particular, are brothers who up to now are
everyday performing a miracle. They live and are physically fit, they have
a vitality of mind, they have a tremendous sense of humour, they live in
depth.”’™

Marley joined this concept of survival with the quest to survive the proliferation
of nuclear weapons in the world. Survival spoke of Marley’s personal “Ambush
in the Night”’, but he called upon the people to “Wake Up and Live”, pressing
for “Unity of Africa” with “So Much Trouble” in this “Babylon System”.
Quoting from Marcus Garvey that “A people without the knowledge of past
history, origin and country is like a tree without roots”, this musical expression
linked Rastafari to the advanced struggles for liberation at the frontline of
racism and imperialism in the moving tribute “Africans A Liberate Zimbab-
we”. African guerillas who were in the bush fighting Ian Smith heard this
reggae song and claimed it as their own.

The Wailers were in the process of developing their self-expression to lift
Rastas beyond the confusion unleashed by the coptics and bring them back to
the original concept of African Liberation. Countless reggae singers had linked
the struggles of the African peoples to their own plight, but Marley’s song
actually intervened in an ongoing struggle of technological inhumanity, atomic
misphilosophy, “we are the survivors”.*

In 1933, when Leonard Howell had begun to preach about the ideas of Rasta,
it was an anti-colonial idea which took shape when Haile Selassie was part of the
struggle of the Ethiopian people against fascism. Like this struggle against
fascism, Marley had (in song) centralised the idea of armed struggle as his view
of Rastafari. Marley then went on to participate in the independence
celebrations in Zimbabwe. The following lengthy description has been recorded
before but is worth repeating,.

Marley in Zimbabwe

This author shared the joy and enthusiasm in Zimbabwe in April 1980, when it
was announced that Bob Marley would perform at the official celebrations. It was
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The power of art that Bob Marley’s music represents has done more to
popularise the real issues of African liberation movement than several decades of
backbreaking work of Pan-Africanists and international revolutionaries.
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an important tribute to the Rastafari, for in the limited four-hour programme of
that historic evening on April 17, 1980, the African leaders gave Marley a billing
at the celebrations at Rufaro Stadium in Harare Township. At 10.14pm Bob
Marley arrived on stage, after the technicians had spent the previous two hours
setting up the forty tons of speaker boxes, tweeters, mixers, lights and other
technological components that had been harnessed for the circulation of reggae.

Shouting “Viva Zimbabwe” as he came on stage, Marley lifted the spirits of
the audience as he moved straight into “Rastaman Vibrations™, following with
the appropriate reminder of the inequalities “Them Belly Full But We
Hungry”. Rastafari culture beamed out to the delegates and Presidents from
104 States who had gathered to witness the lowering of the last British flag in
Africa.

As Bob Marley moved into “I Shot The Sheriff”, there was bedlam in the
stadium, everything seemed out of control. The policemen were running on the
field, followed by the press. The band had stopped. The white Rhodesian police
had dispersed teargas on the throngs of African workers outside the stadium
who were pulled by the rhythms of “Family Man’ Aston Barrett, the bass
guitarist. The whole stadium was covered with teargas. Order was only restored
when guerillas of Zimbabwe African National Liberation Army (ZANLA)
marched through the stadium with raised clenched fists, reassuring the people
that the Rhodesian police could not stop the celebrations.

Marley returned to stage, after this fifteen-minute disruption, and shouted
Freedom. A crisp English voice at the other end of the stadium said “Bob Marley
you have exactly two minutes left”. In defiance Marley sang “War”. O povo (the
people) jumped and chanted with Marley that “there will be war until South
Africa is free”. This exhileration was the response of a people who were lifted
out of the fear that the celebrations would be sabotaged by the racists who had
said that black people in Zimbabwe would not achieve independence before the
year 2035.

The hard drumming bass of the band reverberated across the African sky as
the band put everything into the music, and Marley wailed “We Don’t Need No
More Trouble”. All the energy, force, history and power of reggae filled the air
as Neville Garrick, the dreadlocks engineer, frantically mixed the music so that
the sounds from the 40 feet high boxes beamed out to all the poor people who
could not get into the stadium.

After 15 minutes of the supposed two minutes, the Wailers sang “Africans A
Liberate Zimbabwe”. In one section of the stadium the whole gathering stood
and joined in chanting this song of freedom, saying that they did not want to be
fooled by mercenaries. It was an experience filled with emotion, and Bob
Marley responded with the slogans of Pan-African unity which were an essential
part of his outlook as a Rastafari.”

The whole energising experience was repeated the following night, for on that
occasion Marley gave a free concert for the 40,000 workers and unemployed
who were not able to get into the stadium the previous evening. That evening
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Marley told the audience that the next time they performed in Africa they hoped
it would be in a free Azania. During the whole week they were in Zimbabwe,
Marley and the Wailers operated as Rastafari ambassadors to Africa, whether in
the form of organising friendly football matches, attending a formal reception
with the President — Canaan Banana — or in discussion with the guerillas in the
camps.

Back in the Caribbean, Marley, who by then must have known that he had
terminal cancer, worked at the pace of a lion and sought to build up the
newspaper of Tuff Gong (his recording studio), Survival, in a conscious effort to
stop the confusion of the Coptic Tumes. Despite the concept of mysticism and the
talk about the ‘teachings of His Majesty’, Marley’s paper was an effort to reach
the youths. The masthead of the paper queried:

“Are the youths tomorrow’s leaders
Or are they tomorrow’s shame,

You must not be thetr impeders

Less on you they’ll pur the blame.
Train the youths while they are tender
For what things you want them to be,
When old they will remember

Lessons taught to them by thee.”*

Such a dedication to the youths was augmented by Marley’s lasting testament to
Rastafari:

“I and I made our contribution to the Freedom of Zimbabwe. When we
say Natty going to dub it up in a Zimbabwe, that’s exactly what we mean
‘give the people of Zimbabwe what they want’. Now they got what they
want do we want more? “Yes’, the Freedom of South Africa. So Africa
unite, unite, unite. You're so right and let’s do it.”’*

And Rita Marley added her voice, declaring:

“I and I firmly believe that music going 1o teach the world a lesson. Black
women stand firm and keep the faith for your reward shall be great.
Zimbabwe now, South Africa next. When all Africa free, all black
people free.”

Bob Marley and Rita Marley raised their voices and their pens to the push for
full liberation of the continent of Africa, for they had understood the teachings
of Walter Rodney that full dignity would never be achieved by blacks until there
was an end to white rule in Africa and social justice.

Bob Marley, Rasta and Uprising

“History has given to mankind outstanding individuals who have made
significant contributions to society and who, in fact, are significant
because of their contribution. It is the task of the chroniclers of history to
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make a proper analysis of the role of these individuals.” Eusi Kwayana.

Because of the history of individualism and messianism in the population it
would be incorrect to venerate Bob Marley in the way in which the State wanted
to venerate him on his death in May 1981, even though they had banned his
music while he was alive.

As an outstanding individual Bob Marley earned a special place in world
history, in spite of the clear contradictions of his relationship with women and
his belief in Haile Selassie. He went as far as the Far East, New Zealand and
Australia to proclaim the view that people should “Get up and stand up” for
their rights and not give up the fight. He found time for the Peace Concerts of
Jamaica, which hoped to end the political violence; and jammed at the reggae
sessions called Reggae Sunsplash,” always promoting the ideas of liberation and
struggle.

The last album which he produced reminded the people that they must fight
for their rights, and it was appropriately called Uprising. So aware was Marley of
the struggles in the world that when the South Africans exploded a nuclear
device in September 1979 to intimidate the freedom fighters, Marley sang
“Have no fear for atomic energy for none a dem can stop de time.” This song —
“Redemption Song” — exposed the versatility of Marley, for he returned to
strumming the guitar like the blues singers, so that the bass and drum would not
hide his words as he simply asked “How long shall they kill our prophets while
we stand aside and look?” These prophetic words were written a few weeks
before the assassination of Walter Rodney in Guyana.

Marley, like Rodney, called upon the people to “Emancipate yourself from
mental slavery, none but ourselves can free our minds.” It was a pity that
Gregory Smith, the agent who planted the bomb on Walter Rodney, did not
hear Marley’s words, for in the midst of the violence and terror in the Caribbean
Marley asked the youths:

“Would you make the system make you kill your brotherman — No Dread
NO,”

Bob Marley spoke out for the oppressed, in the end speaking for a constituency
which was larger than Jamaica, and then larger than Rasta, while never
forgetting that it was the rhythm of Rasta and the struggles of the people which
projected him to become an international figure.

Cultural Resistance and Political Change

Culture is the total production and reproduction of men and women in
society, and as such the full expression of the social relations of production and
exploitation that operate in the society. Consequently, the cultural resistance of
Rasta inscribed in reggae, while profound, could not change the social basis of
the society. Inbuilt in the Rasta philosophy was a form of bourgeois ideology
which tolerated the individualism of the Western capitalist system. Rastafari
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ideology remains a complex phenomenon, for while it rails against the
commodity fetishism of late capitalism and the cultural project to turn humans
into the zombies of Orwell’s 1984, Rasta ideology has not been able to settle the
problem of the relations between classes.

The self-expression called reggae, which transcended sexist songs like “Hey
Fatty Bum Bum”, has not yet transcended the individualism of capitalism. For
example, Peter Tosh, who has been one of the most uncompromising in his
opposition to hypocritical political leaders, unwittingly repeated a central tenet
of individualism when he sang the psalm “I am that I am, that I am.”

These words were an affirmation of the dignity and humanity of black people,
and had been asserted in the Civil Rights movement in the US when black
leadership found it necessary to say “I am somebody.” At the base of these
statements, however, are the assertions of bourgeois philosophy, for at the dawn
of capitalism René Descartes had proclaimed “I think, therefore I am.”

These philosophical assertions from Rasta stem from the way in which race
remains important to black people. However, this very fact has had ifs
contradictory effect, as evidenced in the operations of the Ethiopian Zion Coptic
Church. The other example of this manipulation of the racial question was in
Haiti where Duvalier used the race question to exploit the mystical and spiritual
tendencies of the people to perpetuate the most horrific dictatorship in the
Caribbean.

René Depestre, one of the sons of this society and an important black
philosopher, called out for total cultural change in the Caribbean, the kind of
social change which would link the relationship between thought and social
being. He said:

“Making revolution is the foremost historical evidence and the foremost
cultural walue which involves us in o new posiulate of reason: I make
revolution, therefore I am, therefore we are.”*

In his appeal, which pointed to the revolutionary possibilities of the black
intellectual, Depestre challenged black people and Rasta with a philosophy
which rose above individualism to collective action. Such a philosophy is needed
among the Rastas, for imperialism has entered the movement to ensure that the
negative aspects of the ideology are linked to the new capitalist ideology of
science, technology and organisation. This science, technology and organisation
formula is stamped on the international operations of the Ethiopian Zion Coptic
Church, and their project to confuse has accelerated since the Grenadian
Revolution.

Walter Rodney, the Caribbean philosopher and Marxist, called for a new kind
of organisation and technology, one which was mobilised on the side of the
working people in the process of transformation. For Rodney, this transforma-
tion must be in the direction of socialism.” Imperialism has done its ultimate to
cut off the Rastas from the ideas of black thinkers such as Walter Rodney and
René Depesire, to the peint where younger Rastas claim that “I man no
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involved in a politics.”

The essence of this disclaimer is terrible in areas such as England and North
America, where young Rastas express an antipathy to scientific ideas even to the
point of declaring most ideas as “white man’s ideas.” This hostility to white
man’s ideas is a manifestation of their own resistance to the cultural and
ideological assault which they face at the centre of the Babylonian system. The
cultural resistance from the hills of Jamaica and the symbols of defiance become
their form of resistance as they attempt to create their own autonomous cultural
institutions.

The crisis of imperialism dictates a certain urgency to the Rasta movement.
Despite the power and clarity of reggae as epitomised by Bob Marley, this thrust
of cultural resistance has not affected the basic institutions of Caribbean and
Jamaican society. Rasta culture must be linked to an ideology of change, one
which recognises the need for cultural liberation in its most dynamic sense, that
is, when the working class controls the means of production and reproduction.

Imperialism understands this, hence the Coptics and the anti-communist
Rasta formations which declare Rastafari as a religion. The local political
leadership in Jamaica fears the power of Rasta, so despite the verbal adherence
to social change, there was never an attempt to dismantle the structures of
education and communication which were inherited from the colonial State.

Rastafari culture remains an inspiration. The gains of the movement forced
back the racists to find new rationalisations for their moribund theories. Rasta
culture shows the potential of the people once the social structure is changed, so
that theirs is a full release of the people’s creativity.

This is why imperialism decided to attempt to use Rasta as part of the project
of destabilisation in Grenada. These challenges are compounded by the changes
in Ethiopia where the mass of Ethiopian people call on Rastafari to come to grips
with the Revolution which swept the Emperor from his throne in 1974. It is to
this question which we now turn.
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Chapter Six

THE RASTAFARIANS IN THE EASTERN CARIBBEAN

Introduction

When Walter Rodney was banned from grounding with his brethren and sistren
in Jamaica in October 1968, there was a groundswell of popular resentment in
the whole Caribbean. As a regional centre, the University campus at Mona was
the focus of the circulation and reproduction of ideas, and those ideas relating to
black dignity and respect were prominent in the discussions taking place at that
time.

From the University emerged a core of students who sought to spread the
ideas of black power, and they figured prominently in the protests against the
British invasion of Anguilla and the protests against racism in Canada,
particularly after the arrest of Caribbean students at Sir George Williams
University in Montreal *

The significance of this political tendency, which was anti-capitalist and anti-
racist, was exposed to the world when the youths and the unemployed
precipitated a rebellion against the neo-colonial misrule in Trinidad in 1970.
Spontaneous protests taking the form of massive black power demonstrations
paralysed the State; but the workers and unemployed of Trinago escaped the
blood-letting which had become so prevalent in the developing world, because
the soldiers mutinied instead of shooting the demonstrators.

The limitations of the philosophy of black power emerged when the leaders of
this popular movement failed to link the spontaneous protest to the organised
activities of the working class and farmers. In Trinago, the leaders of NJAC
attempted to make concrete links with the trade union movements; but as long
as the question of race lay at the core of their ideology, without an
understanding of the question of class and the specific conditions of Indian and
African workers, black power as an ideology could not have a future.

This was particularly so when some of the leaders expressed open hostility to
scientific ideas while the State moved to arrest, murder and harass the youths,
while using the pacification programme — called ‘Special Works’ — to demobilise
and disorganise the unemployed section of the movement. The experiences of

*In 1969 black students at Sir George Williams University in Montreal violently opposed Canadian racism in the
educational system. See Dennis Forsyte, Ler The Niggers Burn, Our Generation Press, Montreal, Canada, 1971,
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the National Joint Action Committee and the National Union of Freedom
Fighters led to a re-examination of the all-class notion of race, and new political
groupings emerged or gathered strength as they sought clarification and answers
to the pressing problems of the people.

Moko, New Beginning Movement, Union of Revolutionary Organisations,
and others emerged in Trinidad; the Forum Groups in the Windward Islands;
the Afro-Caribbean Liberation Movement in Antigua; Amadala in Belize; and
Ratoon in Guyana. The rise of these popular and democratic organisations
marked a new turning point, but the failure of some of these groups to root their
movement in their own historical specificity with the distorted and uneven
development of the proletarianised masses led to the growth of the Rasta
movement among the youths.

The islands of the Caribbean face the social scourge of high unemployment. It
is usual to speak in terms of 30% to 40%, and even 50% unemployment. This
section of the unemployed were the raw material for the development of a
lumpen proletariat, but the youths spurned the idea of chasing the trinkets of
capitalism. They had learned from the depressing experience of Jamaican
lumpens how the politicians and the State could distort the lives of youths by
dangling ‘carrots’ and arming lumpens who terrorised the society.

It is significant that the ‘Dreads’ mushroomed in the underbelly of
imperialism, where the struggle to master the natural environment took
precedence over the acquisition of commodities (the modern trinkets of
capitalism). The youths who call themselves Rastafari have taken the culture of
resistance to the beaches, the craggy hills, the shanties, and to the villages of the
Eastern Caribbean, while in Grenada giving notice to the world that henceforth
Rasta was to be part of the progressive movement in the Caribbean and not to be
fooled by mercenaries. Through the medium of reggae, the drum and a more
politically tinged calypso, they have declared themselves, a la Stalin, the
Caribbean man.

The Nationalist Forebears of the Rasta

The English-speaking islands of the Caribbean stretch for 2,000 miles, from
Trinidad in the South-East, including Guyana in South America and Belize in
Central America, to Jamaica in the North. These islands have been bound
together for three centuries through the British Colonial Office and the rivalry
between French and British capitalism; and their specific identities have been
moulded by the experiences of slavery, indentureship, colonialism and white
racism.

The white slave masters were aware of the positive impact of the Haitian
Revolution on the consciousness of the black masses; so they tried their best to
present Africa as a continent of barbarous sub-humans so that the ex-slaves,
whose forefathers had continually rebelled, would be afraid to admit that they
were Africans. In this anti-African environment, where the possessing classes
promoted the stereotype of the lazy Quashie, African culture went underground
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to appear in the form of shango or calypso.

It was to this part of the Caribbean that King Ja Ja of Opobo was exiled in
1887; and during his period of forced exile in St. Vincent he spoke to the people
about Africa. The masses made calypsos on the martial and marital exploits of
this African king, and the more literate section of the community took an active
interest in the European partition of Africa. Some members of the budding
African middle class were determined to return to their roots in order to
contribute to the progress of their land of origin.

Edward Wylmot Blyden, who migrated from the Eastern Caribbean to
Liberia towards the end of the 19th century, was one of the early nationalists.
His ideas on black dignity and affirmation of the African personality had a
considerable ideological and political impact on a generation of Africans both
inside and outside the African continent.

Henry Sylvester Williams, from Trinidad, called the first Pan-African
Congress of this century in London in 1900. The significance of this conference
was that for the first time a group of Africans, motivated by the common
experience of colonialism and driven forward by the commitment to end white
plunder of Africa, had come together. Williams was part of a generation of
educated blacks who found that their scope for self-expression and political
mobility was blocked by the whites; so they looked to the liberation of Africa as
a source of the liberation of black people.

George Padmore and C.L.R. James emerged in a later generation to join the
growing international movement for African redemption. Yet both these
spokespersons of Pan-Africanism faced the crucial question of penetrating the
nationalist form of this Pan-Africanism to appreciate its class content. Because
George Padmore, in particular, could not identify the working class as the
leading force in the Pan-African struggle, he lost his sense of direction and
wallowed in bourgeois theory and practice to the point where he propagated a
false antithesis between Pan-Africanism and communism.

Significantly, Padmore’s practical politics suffered a considerable decline — in
spite of the fact that he once stood high in the ranks of the international working
class movement. While Padmore was equivocal on the role of the working class
movement in the Pan-African struggle, the Caribbean workers developed their
own brand of support for the struggles in Africa, while struggling to better their
own living standards.

Black workers in the Caribbean were in the forefront of the opposition to the
Ttalian invasion of Abyssinia in 1935. In Jamaica the poor had opposed the
invasion by ‘blooding’ the King of England, and had deepened their
identification with the Ethiopian monarch. Throughout the Caribbean the poor
blacks declared that they should be allowed to go and fight on the side of their
brothers and sisters in Ethiopia.

At a forthright meeting at Clark’s Theatre in St. Lucia on October 10, 1935,
the ‘International Friends of Ethiopia’ denounced the Foreign Enlistment Act,
which provided for penalties against British subjects serving in the armies of
nations at war with which Great Britain was at peace. They passed a resolution
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that
“in view of the provoked aggression of Italy against unarmed Ethiopia,
the penal clause of the above act be waived in so far as it applies 1o West

Indians, 1o permit St. Lucians who may desire to do so volunteering to go
to Ethiopia.”

Similar resolutions were passed in Dominica, Barbados, Jamaica, Trinidad and
Antigua. So concerned were the colonialists that the British circulated the
criticism being made of the British role in Abyssinia to British Governors in
thirteen African colonies, warning them to look out for similar protests in
Africa. A section of this circular read:—

‘.‘In certain West Indian dependencies a very considerable degree of
interest, amounting at times to undesirable excitement, has been invoked
among the local population by the Italian Abyssinian war... While T
have no doubr that, at any rate among the more advanced sections of
native opinion in certain African dependencies, the present ltalian
Abyssinian war is followed with much interest, I have received no reports
indicating that the war has avoused in any African dependency the same
degree of excitement as it has in certain West Indian dependencies.”

Warning the Governors of what to look out for in Africa, the Colonial Secretary
added:-

“Throughout the West Indies at present there is a large measure of
unemployment and economic distress, that is the background of any unrest
which may exist in the Caribbean waters today, and coupled with such
economic difficulties, there is undoubtedly a widespread feeling of
resentment to the ltalo-Ethiopian conflicc. The unfortunate incidents
which recently occurred in St. Vincent and British Guiana bear witness
that the advantage is being taken of this state of affairs by communist
agitators and by rabid animosities ar a time when the fundamental
interesis of the community demand that the difference of class and colour
should be buried.””

To counteract the criticisms of Britain, the Colonial Office went on a two-
pronged response, one at the level of propaganda and the other at the level of
coercion. T'o checkmate the protest against the prevention of Caribbean blacks
fighting in Africa, it was suggested that the ‘superlative’ efforts to end the war
being made by the British government should be highlighted.

In Jamaica, the Kingston and St. Andrew Councillors (elected on a limited
franchise) passed a resolution praising the efforts of Britain to procure peace.
This was printed in the planters’ voice, the Gleaner, and similar resolutions were
passed in the Eastern Caribbean, and circulated in the local papers.

At the same time the police intensified their vetting of the protest meetings,
and in Trinidad Governor Hollis took away the people’s right to assembly after
the intelligence report of Major Johnson on a meeting of the Citizens Committee
of San Fernando. This meeting had been attended by working class leaders such
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as Rienzi, Butler, Evelyn and Sandford. These leaders, in particular Uriah
Butler, were to emerge as champions of the revolt of the masses during the
strikes of 1937.

Meanwhile, individual Africans from the region took their own action in
support of Ethiopia. From Barbados, Arnold Ford, who formed a sect of black
Jews in the USA and determined that the real Jews were the Falashas of
Ethiopia, moved to settle in Ethiopia. His wife, also from Barbados, started the
first co-educational secondary school in Ethiopia. Herbert Julian, from
Trinidad, was the most enigmatic of the Caribbean blacks who migrated to
Ethiopia. As an airman, he had volunteered his services to help to develop the
Ethiopian airforce and served in the armed forces, rising to the rank of Colonel *

Both Julian and Ford had gone to Ethiopia from the United States of America
where there was a sizeable Westindian community. They had figured
prominently in the nationalist thrust of the twenties, for in the US they could
organise, raise funds, speak out and agitate in a way which was not possible in
the islands.

Nationalists such as Cyril Briggs, from St. Kitts, formed the African Blood
Brotherhood and were involved at all levels of the anti-racist movement, from
the armed confrontations in 1919 to the massive organisation of Universal Negro
Improvement Association (UNIA) branches. Briggs moved in and out of the
Garvey movement, the dominant ideological force among the black masses at
that time.

Throughout the Eastern Caribbean, where there were local branches of the
UNIA, they were either proscribed by the British or put under intense
surveillance. Colonial officials quaked at the content of the Negro World,
Garvey’s newspaper, and they banned its circulation in Trinidad. They also
barred Garveyites from employment because they took a leading role in the
struggle for better conditions.

The problems of discrimination and the degradation of the black person also
called forth a religious response in the formation of the African Orthodox
Church. This religious group was started by Bishop George Alexander McGuire
of Antigua. His experiences in the Anglican Church had led him to the belief
that the white Christian denominations were too infested with racism for the
black person to have spiritual fulfilment in these institutions. He presented a
picture of a black God and a black Christ to his congregations and the African
Orthodox Church expanded rapidly in the African world, building upon the
nationalist foundations of Ethiopianism.’

This religious form of nationalism and anti-colonialism was soon superseded
by the massive outpourings of the broad masses in 1937 and 1938. Strikes, riots,
and other forms of worker manifestations forced the granting of democratic
rights and sped up the process of political independence.

The natural quest for freedom and liberty had taken root in the Caribbean

*Julian has recounted his experiences and ambivalence to the Ethiopian royal household in his autobiography, The
Black Sea Jarrolds, London, 1964.
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with the kind of regional unity reflected in the experiment of the Westindian
Federation. But the ideas of Caribbean internationalists such as T. A.
Marryshow were to founder on the rock of petty bourgeois nationalism as the
‘States’ struggled for a form of political independence which promoted the
narrow island chauvinism that later led to the banning of progressive
intellectuals and trade union leaders from freedom of movement throughout the
islands.

The most significant set of internal and external socio-economic contradic-
tions which shaped the post-independence era were those which derived from
the consolidation of the petty bourgeoisie as a class around the State. Even in the
islands where the level of autonomy took the form of ‘Associate Statehood’ this
up-and-coming stratum — usually referred to in pluralist literature as the ‘middle
class’ — used the resources of the State to build up their level of consumption
relative to the more established commercial intermediaries of foreign capital.
This politically careerist stratum had achieved such notoriety in its abusive and
corrupt use of power that the people became immune to the scandals, and made
songs about the more excessive cases.

The concentration of power in the hands of this stratum, the extension of
political repression, and the institutionalisation of corruption, were the features
of political retrogression.” The governments hardly bothered to legislate for
social change, since they were so preoccupied with legislation against the
people, trade unions and opposition elements, popular cultural groups, and
progressive intellectuals; and with spending the scarce resources on the coercive
apparatus.

This repression and authoritarianism took place even in the smaller islands,
such as Dominica and Grenada, where the friendship and kinship ties might
normally be expected to counter tendencies towards political thuggery and
obscene brutality. Rastafari developed as the cultural opposition to this political
retrogression.

The Dreads

The obscene consumption and imitative nature of the petty bourgeoisie
provoked a cultural and anti-capitalist response from the youths who called
themselves Dreads and who identified with the resistance of the Rastafari of
Jamaica. These youths were rendered unproductive by the inability of the
society to provide meaningful employment for them. Instead of chasing the
American and Canadian embassies for visas to migrate from their communities,
the Dreads linked their destiny to the future liberation of the region and to the
liberation of Africa. Through the medium of reggae, the sounds of resistance
were circulated and these youths identified with the force and energy of this
movement, without the encumbrance of the deification of Haile Selassie.

By the time the Dreads appeared as a social force, the Ethiopian monarch had
been deposed into history by the Ethiopian people. The Dreads sought to form
agricultural communes in the rural areas and adopted the symbols of resistance
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which had become so well known in Jamaica — the locks; tam; lion; ites; green
and gold; and the use of the herb for spiritual and social communication and
inspiration.

Because the anti-capitalist stance of this force made itself felt in the
community, the politicians in the Caribbean, who were the transmission belt for
Euro-American cultural values, were horrified at the Dreads. They perceived
Rasta and Dreads as repulsive and subversive, and responded by arresting the
brethren and violently attempting to shave their locks.

Whereas in Jamaica the State had mobilised social scientists to penetrate the
movement and promote their version of millenarianism, the political careerists
of Dominica could only respond with brute force. Faced with the growing
number of Dreads calling for an end to colonialism and neo-colonialism, the
Dominican government of Patrick John passed a law giving every citizen the
right to shoot, without fear of retribution, any individual suspected of being a
Dread who entered the property of the said citizen.

The law, clearly drafted from the ferocious slave laws of an earlier style of
coercion, gave the police the power to arrest any person who resembled a
Rastafarian; and a Dread could be given eighteen months in gaol merely for
wearing locks.

The effect of this law was to give the armed members of the petty bourgeoisie
and the police the right to protect property at the expense of the lives of the
youths. For two years the Patrick John government unleashed terror on the
youths, murdering six and framing two on murder charges. Desmond Trotter
(Ras Kabinda) was one of those framed;® the regime went all out to hang him,
and would have but for the regional and international protests.

It was only after Patrick John was removed in 1979 that it was disclosed that
Trotter was indeed innocent, Yet, after the removal of Patrick John, the laws
proscribing the Dreads remained in force. Significantly, those who were in the
forefront of trying to prosecute Ras Kabinda were the ones making deals with
US capitalists to beat the UN boycott of the sale of war materials to South
Africa.*

Rastas, Union Island and the Sea

Because the narrow vision of development was concentrated on organising
recreation for the international bourgeoisie, in the form of tourism, it was
necessary to reinforce the incredible stereotypes of islands in the sun and a
happy-go-lucky people. Rastas who lived in the poverty and degradation hidden
behind these stereotypes opposed the mendicant and shuffling image consistent
with the romanticisation of poverty and malnutrition.

In the tourist isles, Dreads were arrested, shaved and killed. Faced with this
terror in Antigua, St. Vincent and St. Lucia, the Dreads called forums of

*The British Broadcasting Corporation television programme Panorama in 1979 exposed the links between leaders
of the Dominican government and South African companies.
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solida)_riFy — called Nyabingis. The St. Lucian Rastas linked themselves to the
opposition Labour Party in their call to end police brutality. Their organisation
- the Iyanola Rasta Improvement Association — spoke out, not only for the
Rastas, but for the downpressed of St. Lucia. One of the spokespersons for the

St. Lucian Bastas, Earl Bosquet, clearly showed the orientation of these Rastas
when he said:

“Unlike Jamaican Rasias, the St. Lucian Rasta does not want
repatriation to Africa. Most believe that wherever they are, Africa is.
There is no link between the St. Lucian Rasta and the Ethiopian
Orthodox Church or any other religion of African origin.”’

Their newspaper, Calling Rastafari, was instituting a style of radical journalism
in the midst of petty bourgeois squabbles. No sooner had they helped the
Labour Party to achieve electoral victory than the new leadership showed that
the petty squabble as to who should be Prime Minister took precedence over the
question of solving other people’s problems. Rastas found that the police treated
them no better than under the previous administration.

Rasta children were being discriminated against in schools, Rastas were being
harassed in the press and their independent activities as farmers and fishermen
were threatened. These brethren remained firm in their call for & new society
and were in the forefront of the annual African Liberation Day marches, singing
Bob Marley’s War and Peter Tosh’s We Must Fight Against Apartheid.

From Montserrat to Nevis and from St. Vincent to Anguilla the politicians
attempted to coerce the Rastas, a group of young men and women who wanted
to reclaim the freedom of the Caribbean Sea. This claim posed a direct threat to
those who were in the process of selling off the islands of the Grenadines to
private developers.

The Grenadines are a chain of small islands between the islands of St. Vincent
and Grenada. The St. Vincent Grenadines extend from Bequia, Mustique,
Canouan and Union Island. The advertisements for the sale of these islands in
the New York Times and the antics of Princess Margaret at Jelliceaux Bay,
Mustique, were the other side of the poverty of the servants who worked for the
Queen’s sister and her guests.

Young Rastas who followed the deliberations of the Organisation of African
Unity had followed with interest the sale of Diego Garcia to the USA and the
subsequent removal of its citizens to provide for a US naval station in the Indian
Ocean.* Moreover, the livelihood of some of the islanders as fishermen was
thr;atened as the political careerists reserved beaches for swimming and for
yachts.

Rasta youths led the protest against this form of tourist development in Union
Island in December 1979. This insurrection, which was an ambitious attempt at

fIn 1?76 the US cpncluded a deal with Britain to buy the island of Diego Garcia in the Indian Ocean. All of the
mhe'lbltax_us of the x§land were removed to Mauritius to make room for the building of one of the biggest US naval
stations in the Indian Ocean. At present, the QAU is calling for the return of the island to Mauritins.
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secession from St. Vincent, was the dramatic expression of opposition to the
total disregard for the islanders. Union Island, with a population of 2,300, was
typical of the poverty, having only one school and no proper medical facilities,
houses, water supply or electricity, while the government built an air-strip to
land tourists.

The revolt was short-lived, as the St. Vincent government responded by
arresting 34 of the 50 Rastas and youths who had organised this protest. The
Barbadian expeditionary force rushed to the scene to assure their imperial
overlords that all was in order.

The speed with which Barbados responded emanated from the concern in
Washington, London and Paris over the growing militancy and rise of popular
organisations in the Caribbean. During 1978, while the Sandinistas were in the
last stages of their battle against Somoza in Nicaragua, Western leaders met in
Guadeloupe; and James Callaghan, then the British Prime Minister, stopped off
in Barbados to discuss ‘security in the region’.

This new offensive by the West stemmed from British and US unease over the
pressures of the poor countries (called the Group of 77) for the United Nations
Law of the Sea Conference to set up a system of governance for the sea and the
use of its resources.

As the old mercantile powers who had the technology and naval power to
exploit the rich manganese nodules under the sea, the US and Britain had
become impatient with the deliberations on territorial waters, exclusive
economic zones, the continental shelf and the high seas. Tiring of gun-boat
diplomacy, of the era of piracy on the high seas and land, the poor nations
wanted the former freedoms of the big powers on the sea curtailed, with the sea
zoned into coastal waters, sea bed zones and high sea zones. Each of the various
zones would have a different status under the international law and different
types of maritime use. '

Island States such as Fiji, Indonesia, the Philippines, Mauritius and Malaysia
— called archipelagic States — whose life-blood depended on the sea pressed that
the sea around their States gained the same status as internal waters. In the
Caribbean, however, the existence of British, French, Dutch and US colonies
prevented the development of a coherent position. Elementary efforts by
Jamaica and Trinidad in formulating a new Law of the Sea were futile in the
haste of the American companies to begin to move on the sea bed.” The mineral
deposits, the offshore oil wells and the protein in the sea had given the
Caribbean a new significance in both economic and environmental terms.

Before there could be any agreement at the UN Conference, the United States
and Venezuela drew up their own treaty to divide the Caribbean Sea between
themselves, irrespective of the legal rights of the Caribbean peoples.” The only
objection which they countenanced was that of France, who wanted the
demarcation lines redrawn for her ‘départements’ — Martinique, Guadeloupe
and Cayenne.

Due to this anxiety over the sea, the international media and the International
Institute of Strategic Studies paid attention to the uprising of 34 Rastas in Union
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Island. For, after the revolution in Nicaragua and in Grenada, the United States
had bee'n more alert to the need for stemming the tide of peoples’ struggles. The
Grer_;adlan Revolution of 1979, “a big revoultion in a small island” in the words
of Fidel Qastro, lead the US to set up a new military task force for the Caribbean
- the Caribbean Contingency Joint Force — and a Caribbean Central American
Action Committee.

' Ofﬁ;LaI thinking saw the Caribbean as a US lake, and perceived social change
in the interest of the Caribbean people as a threat to US interests, In June 1980 a
National Security broadsheet declared:—

“Tﬁe Caribbean is a closed sea. The Bahamas, Virgin, Leeward and
Windward Islands, along with Barbados, Trinidad and Tobago, encircle
the eastern edge. North, Central and South America ring the rest. The
cenire of the circle is dominated by the Greater Antilles — Puerto Rico,
Hispaniola, Famaica and Cuba, which also form a barrier between
North and South America. Only three channels, Mona, Windward and
Yuca_ran, cut through the Antillian island chain which lies athwart the
sea lines connecting the 1wo continents. These waters also wash Mexico
a?td Venezuela, rwo of the world’s major oil exporting nations. Seventy-
five percent of the oil imported into the U.S. — some 30% of total
consumption — transiis the Caribbean Sea, thus the Caribbean rim and
basin is @ petroleum focal point,

“Through Caribbean channels, Antillian passages and the Panama
Canal pulses the petroleum of the Middle East, Ecuador and Alaska.
S_uper taners sailing from the Persian Gulf around Africa do not dock
dlre_czly in the U.S. Atlantic or Gulf ports. These vast vessels transfer
their cargoes at the Bahamas, Virgin Islands, Trinidad or Aruba-
Curacao into standard size tankers which then sail to the Eastern or
Southern seaboards of the U.S. Venezuelan oil mowves Northwards
through yhe Mona, Windward and Yucatan channels. Not all of this is
crude. Stnce the US has not completed a refinery in over seven years much

of this impatoz)ed petroleum is finished product having been processed in off-
shore locations.”™

Commenting on the fact that Grenada was situated on the Northern edge of the
Tqbago passage, through which super tankers from Aruba and Africa move
FhlS broadsheet called attention to the presence of Cuban construction worker;
in G.renada building an international airport. It was due to this kind of sabre
rattling, after the National Security Council decided that a naval blockade
would not succeed, that the external forces decided to try to mobilise the
Rastafarians against the Provisional Revolutionary Government.

The Rastas and the Grenadian Revolution

Forty—nin? years after the first Rastas appeared in the Caribbean, young Rasta
brethren in Grenada showed that with ideology and organisation, the Rasta
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can be mobilised to participate in a revolution. More than 400 Rastas were
involved in the People’s Liberation Army which overthrew the Eric Gairy
dictatorship on 13 March, 1979.

The Rastas had remained very close to the New Jewel Movement, and the
Left in Grenada had championed the cause of the Rastas. Maurice Bishop had
defended Ras Kabinda in Dominica and he had defended many other Rastas
against ganja charges.

When Gairy ruled Grenada, the Mongoose Squad, the Grenadian equivalent
of the Ton Ton Macoute of Haiti, took special pride in cutting the locks of the
brethren; so that when the New Jewel Movement* moved to end the politics of
retrogression, the Rastas responded positively and took up arms to defend the
revolution.

That these Rastas were not wanting to go back to Africa, but were
participating in the fall of ‘Babylon’ in the Caribbean, was not lost to those who
were horrified at the sight of Dreadlocks with guns. An academic debate in
Trinidad and Jamaica as to whether the change was a coup d’état or a revolution
betrayed the anxiety of the Caribbean petty bourgeoisie who had bailed out
Gairy when the civil servants went on strike in Grenada. Their own Comumission
of Inquiry — the Duffus Commission — had highlighted the levels of brutality,
nepotism and terror, but they were so wedded to the idea of parliament and
elections that they could not envisage the people making their own history.

The change in the direction of the Grenadian society offered new possibilities
for the Rastafari Movement. Rastas were integrated into the armed forces, rising
to responsible positions; and with the new trust and cooperation offered by the
political leadership, the Rastas took their proper place in the community
without fear of harassment. Young brethren from St. Lucia, St. Vincent and
Dominica flocked to see this new society where Dreadlocks did not have to
shave their locks.

The euphoria of change was high, and the Rastas held their weekly meetings —
Nyabingis. Three different influences contended at these sessions: the influence
of the IRIA of St. Lucia, the influence of the Dreads of Dominica and the more
idealistic and metaphysical variant of those who wanted to centralise the
personality of Haile Selassie. But the social reality of their need to deal with the
present situation held sway. The scope for division was limited as long as they
were disciplined in the course of carrying out their role in making Caribbean
history. They smoked ganja at these sessions and the boundaries of their
behaviour was set not by the State but by their relationship with their own
communities.

They made their own songs of freedom, and one of the more popular ones was
“Dreadlocks on the PRA” by the Magnificent Six:

*JEWEL is the Joint Endeavour Welfare Education and Liberation. The New Jewel Movement was formed in
March 1973 and was in the forefront of popular demonstrations against Gairy in 1974 when the father of Maurice
Bishop was killed. For an account of the revolution and the New Jewel Movement see Grenada, The Road 1o
Revolution by W. Richard and Ian Focabs, Casa de las Americas, 1979.
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“Never before have the dreadlocks been so happy since they are in the
Provisional Revolutionary Army (PRA) and serving the country and the
peaple.

“The dreadlocks have been kept down by the obeah diciator and now they

are being given a chance 1o show they are fellow West Indians. Natty
never been so gay.”

This gaiety and openness was soon exploited by those elements who were
apprehensive at the experiment of Grenada. Despite external pressures the
regime had organised the beginnings of efficient fishing, agricultural and
tourism sectors. There was increased employment as the Provisional Govern-
ment moved to increase agricultural output. Literacy and school meals
programmes were started, and Cuban doctors assisted in providing free medical
facilities in the most remote villages. Cuban construction workers were also
building an international airport to break Grenada’s dependence on Barbados
for its airlink with the outside world.

In the year after the revolution the Barbadian State increased its purchase of
American weapons by 500% to act as the new spearhead to counter the ‘Cuban
presence’ in the region. This counter was being pushed by the US, which feared
the positive example of a Marxist-Leninist State which could give assistance, not
only to the Caribbean peoples, but also to the African liberation movement, for
example in Angola.

Local intermediaries of foreign capital were caught with fright at the positive
assistance given by Cuba. Schooled in the anti-communism of colonialism, but
without the political or material resources to mount their own opposition to the
Bishop administration, they turned to fomenting divisions in the ranks of the
Rastas.

It was a strange twist of history that those who hounded the Rastas under
Gairy as dirty and unwashed now championed the cause of two young brethren,
and manipulated these young brethren into stirring up trouble leading to a
demonstration. At the behest of their class allies in Trinidad and Barbados, the
owners of the newspaper Torchlight took the guise of championing the cause of
the Rastafarians while leading the call for elections and opposing the assistance
of Cuba to the Grenadian people, saying that Bishop was a puppet of Cuba.

Torchlight spoke for the Caribbean ruling class who understood that the
existence of a higher social order than that of capitalism in Cuba ensured the
possibilities of other societies in the hemisphere breaking out of the misery of
capitalist exploitation. The anti-communists therefore moved to exploit the
idealist tendencies of the Rasta movement, pressing two youths to denounce the
PRG and Cuba. The whole process was important and is worth recounting in
some detail, for this exploitation of the Rasta continues.

On Wednesday October 10, 1979, Torchlight printed the emotive picture of
the Rasta drawn by Ras Daniel Hartman of Jamaica on the front page of its
newspaper, and below this picture launched its most forthright condemnation of
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the Grenadian revolution, saying:

“Rastafarians in Grenada are likely soon to take to the sireets in massive
numbers to protest the debarment of Rasta children from schools gnd the
arrests and charges for ganja smoking. This was told to Torchlight by
two spokesmen for the Twelve Tribes of Israel, Ras Nna and Ras Ersto
Fa Fa, when they visited our office yesterday...

“The Rastas according to these spokesmen would like 1o know why the
PRG is holding on to power for so long and whgz has become of th_e
election promises. Local Rastamen have been holding wgekly Nyabingis
over the past five weeks and it was at one of these gatherings ar Gouya?e
Park last Saturday that they decided that the PRG was anti-Rasta.”

This long front page article, which distorted the deliberation§ of the Nyabingis
with deliberate lies, went on to quote the spokesmen who said:-

“we are not supporters of Cuba and Russia, we see (these Founrﬁes) as
enemies of Rasta, since they do not acknowledge Rastafarian docirine.
The Twelve Tribes of Israel congratulate Torchlight for its brave stand
in this time.”"”

The call by the two Rastas and Torchlight for a mass _demo_nstrat.ion was later
revealed to be part of a wider effort to remove the regime, involving an armed
invasion. These two Rastas were being used as a front for elements vyho planned
to assassinate the leadership of the PRG after engineering anti-goverment
demonstrations. Full details of the plot were revealed after the regime arrf:?,ted
twelve persons, among them a black social science professor from an Amenca}n
University. The two young brethren were also arrested when the leadllarshlp
revealed pamphlets which had been printed that stated the ‘factors.leadl.ng o
the eventful, bloody, ruthless overthrow of revengeful communist Bishop
regime,”" .

Rasta brethren and sistren did not wait until the regime exposed the plot
before they organised their own demonstration against the attempt at setting
Rasta against Rasta, and against the PRG. These Rastas reminded those who
went to Torchlight that it was the same organ which had defe.nded: the outrages of
Gairy and the dreaded Mongoose thugs. Under the heading “Rastas Against
Torchlight” they wrote:-

“Brethren, Sisters ’
“Us brethren in the region of La Digue ask in the name of Jah that in
your paper I and I brethren would like you to publish this report for us
please. Us see that Rastafari have made headline on the reactionary and
backward Torchlight who early in the revolurion call us bre_tkren
‘Zumbie in a PRG’ and who had nothing to say during Gairyism
Terrorism. ' o

““By reading this issue us brothers brought together views and opinions.
By this we strongly criticise Torchlight, Ras Nna, Rqs- Ersto Fa Fa and
any of I brethren who form reactionary group to assist Babylon (Euro-
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American) downpresser man to take away us freedom. Us brothers see
Revolution Time. The Report states that at the Nyabingi at Gowyave the
Brethren say that the PRG is anti-Rasta, that the PRG is holding on to
power 100 long and are not checking the promised election, that us brethren
are anti-Cuban-Russian.

“We are strongly against these sentences made by the Rastas who
falling as victims to the opportunist Baldheads and Torchlight who bring
about bribery (Blood Money). Us rasta believe in revolution whether
social or political and not no ballot Constitution ( oppression) Babylonian.

“From 13th March 1979, to the present there is Sreedom to move to and
fro. No more discrimination, no more Gairyism-Americanism, CIAism,
Babylon. No more police at our doors before sunrise and after sunset. We
strongly and firmly support the PRG and all the socialist Powers in the
wor{d for it is Cuba and Russia who are assisting our “Black struggles in
Africa’ where our brothers and sisters are slain hourly by Racist
wmperialist Baldheads.

“In the name of Fah Rastafari may our message meel the masses. Let
Fah be praised. Let corvection be necessary.

“Oneness Brethren Comrades.

Ras Kula

Ras Andran

Ras Lyon

Ras Umbre

Ras Pyta

Roots and Herbs Ghetto. Ras Alan

La Digue.”»
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Rasta, Ganja and Capitalism

Despite the initiative by the Rastas, those forces which harangued Bishop on the
question of elections but turned a blind eye to the bogus elections in Guyana still
hoped to foment discontent from within. The elementary initiatives towards
solving the needs of the working people were affected by the deteriorating
security situation as the incidents of bombings and shootings increased,
culminating in the June 19, 1980 bomb attack at Queens Park, St. George’s.
Prime Ministers and the officials of the State had gathered to celebrate Labour
Day when the bomb exploded. But no-one on the platform was hurt; the force
of the bomb killed three children and injured others.

Some of the elements involved in this bombing campaign were involved in the
large-scale planting of ganja. This ganja was not for local consumption but for
the international capitalist market and the big planters attempted to use the
centrality of the weed in the lives of many youths as a leverage to move the
Rastas after the previous attempt at demonstrations had failed.

Ganja and its use pose a serious problem throughout the Caribbean for the
way in which the trade is now linked to international gangsterism. Those
imported psychologists and doctors who describe ganja as a dangerous narcotic
forget that the British State imported ganja into the Caribbean up untl 1907 to
sell to the Indian indentured workers. The use of ganja by youths in the sixties
and seventies was a principal method of social control, and as soon as a youth
was perceived by the state as rebellious the charge of possession of ganja was
always a useful weapon in the hands of the coercive apparatus of the state.

When the PRG came to power the leaders tried to change the use of the
charge of possession, but at the same time to break the tendency for large-scale
ganja planters to clear forest lands for extending the acreage under ganja. These
planters affected the ecological balance such that there was damage to food crops
when the rains came. At the same time those who were involved in this
international capitalist trade raided the provision grounds of other rural
farmers.

The regime tried to make a distinction between those Rastas who planted
enough weed for their own consumption and those who were dependent on
external outlets for their crop. For the regime knew that they could not
unilaterally legalise ganja but they could, and did, carry out an educational and
police campaign against the big traders. Maurice Bishop and his cabinet were
not unaware that the Mafia were using the islands of the Grenadines as half-way
stops between Columbia and the USA. Even the Wall Street Fournal drew
attention to this trade and the livelihood of capitalist gangsters such as Raobert
Vesco.

Already in the Caribbean the experience of Jamaica, where the trade had led
to a corresponding increase in the importation and the use of the gun, lumpen
elements taking on the physical appearance of the Rastas were linked to a wide
network of dealers. The pseudo-Rasta formation called the Ethiopian Zion
Coptic Church — the only Rasta organisation run by whites, operating from the




168 Rasta and Resistance

United States of America — were involved in this trade. This ‘Rasta’ group
printed its own paper, a slick professional tabloid called Coptic Times, which was
distributed throughout the world of ganja.

To avoid this development, the Chief of Police appealed to the Rasta to assist
in the cutting down of large-scale ganja plantations: there had been a marked
decline in food preduction since the ganja traders paid EC$1,000 per pound for
the weed while the State paid only 6 cents per pound for bananas. The promise
of a quick dollar appealed to the more materialist among the young.

So bold were the planters that in May 1980 they organised a demonstration in
Grenville to show their opposition to the government’s measures to stamp out
large-scale plantation of ganja. Farmers and conscious youths countered with
another demonstration calling for greater self-sufficiency in food production;
and the planters began a quiet campaign saying that the stamping out of the big
planters was the first step towards clamping down on smoking ganja.

Budding exploiters always seek to disguise their activities and seek to speak
on behalf of the majority; but ultimately the progressive Rastas rallied behind
the call for greater agricultural production in the year of education and
production. The initiatives of the PRG towards self-sufficiency in food
production were being mounted against the increased crisis in the capitalist
world, and Grenada was particularly vulnerable. As an island the society exists
without much of the usual trappings of naticnal sovereignty. There is no central
bank, it cannot boast its own monetary system (the economy is still tied to the
Eastern Caribbean dollar, thus allowing for illegal export of funds by opposition
elements), its own communication system or national market. In fact, the
society could not generate, under colonialism or neo-colonialism, the general
technical preconditions which were indispensable for economic production and
autocentric development.

The New Jewel Movement moved cautiously in the areas of agricultural
diversification, without nationalising the bulk of private plantations. This
caution was necessitated by the way in which the Grenadian society had been
integrated into the international capitalist economy. This integration continued,
though it was the long-term effort of the PRG to slowly disengage from Western
imperialism. It was in the process of disengagement that there were greater tests
for the future path of development than simply fomenting divisions in the ranks
of the Rastas.

The experience of the organised Left in the Caribbean territories should have
alerted the leaders of the PRG that contrary te the purveyors of the non-
capitalist theory, the consciousness of the working class was not the product of
the consciousness of the intelligentsia. The task of harmonising the State with
society must be a long and slow process. Cultural initiatives and social
experiments, such as the Theatre Group National Youth Organisation,
embarked on dramatic presentations in the hope of instilling a new social
awareness. Cultural exchanges and calypso artists ensured that the harmony
which had begun between the State and society from March 13, 1979,
continued. Grenadian Rastas came out in the forefront as a new force of cultural
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resistance in the region — a force which linked liberation to their social reality.

Rastas in Trinidad

The explosion of Rasta culture in Antigua, Barbados, St. Thomas, St. Kitts and
Trinidad has led to concern by the State officials, who spend their energies
arguing the best methods to coerce this dynamic force. In the more
homogeneous societies, the politicians have been taken aback by the positive
example of the Grenadian Revolution. It is these societies which are in the
forefront of the call for elections in Grenada, while in their own societies the
police move to intimidate Rastas.

While the Barbadian government bulldozes the settlements of Rastas, young
sisters like Janet Tafari of Barbados proclaim that the Rastas want to move to a
higher stage of society than one of shameless imitation of Europe." In Antigua
the police battered a youth to near death then sent him to a mental institution,
for in the consciousness of the defenders of Europe, Rastas must be mad.

The Rasta movement in Trinidad offers a glimpse of the complex challenge of
the sort of nationalism which is sweeping the Eastern Caribbean. The
emergence of the Rasta as a strong force in Trinidad poses serious contradic-
tions, because of the complex of racial attitudes which emerged out of the
history of slavery and indentureship.

Two characteristics impart a kind of specificity to race and racial problems in
Trinidad and Guyana. First, the decisive racial contradiction is between two
non-white peoples; and secondly, both are exploited by foreign capital and local
compradors. These characteristics distinguish the Trinidad and the Guyana
situations from the Jamaican one, where the population is more homogeneous.
This racial contradiction existed in Trinidad and Guyana, but in the past had
been exploited by aspiring political leaders of the African and Indian petty
bourgecisie, leading to bloodshed and violence in Guyana.

Racial identification, of which the Rastafarian movement is an essential
manifestation, is a variant of black nationalism and contains the dialectic of
positive and negative ideas. Rastas in Trinidad have, in the midst of the squalor
and waste, demonstrated the potential of the movement as a movement of
oppressed people, for in Trinidad it is not uncommon now to see Indian Rastas
— an affirmation by Indian youths that they identify with the culture of
resistance of the African youths.

These voung people, who form the underbelly of the chaotic capitalist
society, see before their very eyes the best example of the failure of capitalism.
Trinidad, unlike those societies which claim that they need aid for development,
or that they need foreign exchange, salts away US$3 billion of her surplus in
Swiss banks, while all the major capitalist powers converge on Trinidad to
recycle the petro-dollars.

The Williams Government and its successor proved unable to provide proper
medical care for the people, toilets for school children, houses for the poor, food
for the needy. In area after area of the social life of the Trinidad community, the
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rot is evident, while the economic infrastructure grinds to a halt in the rush to
support a seemingly boom economy on an untransformed colonial economic
infrastructure. Road services, public transportation, the water supply system,
the electricity, sewage and drainage facilities all function spasmodically, while
the petty bourgeoisie invest TT$24 million in an air-conditioned race track with
swimming pools for the horses.

The Rastafarian movement comprises part of those youths who refuse to be
condemned to a life of political opportunism and mediocrity through the Special
Works Programme called DEWD (Development and Environmental Works
Division). Their resistance forms part of the broader tradition of resistance
which has been the history of the working class movement in Trinidad. This
movement, which has struggled to defend the democratic right of freedom of
assembly and the right to industrial action, has resisted the efforts by the
different politicians to use coercion and racial manipulation to ensure the
political domination of the petty bourgeoisie,

The history of revolts and working class activity in Trinago is only matched
by the cultural outpourings of the workers in the form of calypso, a vehicle
through which the political aspirations of the people are expressed. People’s
calypsonians, such as Chalkdust, the Mighty Stalin and Lord Valentino, sing
songs of discontent, exposing the class nature of the society; beside them the
calypsos of sex and infidelity pale into insignificance.

With the rise of the Rastas and the increasing identification with reggae music
among the poor, some calypsonians have sought to merge new musical forms.
At the forefront of this tendency is Lord Valentino, who proclaimed himself to
be a Rasta and continues his shafts of critical commentary at the US domination
of the society. The Mighty Stalin in 1979 dedicated his calypso to the Rasta,
calling him the Caribbean Man, and saying that:

“De federation done dead

And Carifta going to dead,

But de call of the Rastafari

Spreading through the Caribbean.

It have Rasta now in Grenada,

It have Rasta now in St. Lucia,

But to run Carifta, yes you getting pressure.
If the Rastafarian movement spreading
and Carifia dying slow,

Den 15 something dem Rasta done
That dem politicians don’t Enow.

So dey pushing one common intention
For a beter life in de region

For de women and de children,

That must be the ambition of the
Caribbean Man.”

Those members of the Indian intelligentsia who feared the prospect of the kind
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of unity fostered by Rasta youths launched a series of critical articles on Stalin’s
conception of the Caribbean Man. Calling the calypso racist and sexist, they
were exploiting the divisions which had been sown in the society by the
colonialists — divisions based on race instead of between the oppressor and
oppressed.

Essentially the intelligentsia were expressing their fear of the power of Rasta,
for the State had seen the potential and was busy trying to ensure that the Rastas
had nothing to do with the Left and organised working class movement. Most of
the Rastas in Trinidad had been through the black power movement and were
drawn to the Rasta movement through reggae music. The Rasta movement in
Trinidad is poised between the example of Grenada and the ideas of deification
of the former Ethiopian monarch. This latrer tendency is linked to those
activists from Jamaica who collaborated in staging a Jubilee celebration in
Trinidad, one of the few areas outside Jamaica where young blacks still revere
Haile Selassie.

Rastas, Guyana and The Left

That the cultural thrust of reggae poses a threat to petty bourgeois politicians
in the region was best exposed in Guyana. Like the slave masters who banned
the use of the drum, the Guyanese government banned reggae music from the
airwaves of the society in July 1980." Guyana provides the best example of the
rise of pseudo-socialism and crude black nationalism. Pseudo-socialism was seen
by the leaders of the People’s National Congress (PNC), the ruling party, as a
useful means of maintaining control over the working class.

At the same time, this regime perfected the mechanisms of oppression so that
‘nationalisation’ of foreign capital and support for African liberation have
become dogma to disguise the real interests and motives of the petty
bourgeoisie. The pseudo-socialist imagery offered real material advantages to
the ruling party and its supporters in so far as it opened up the natiomalised
sector as a source for distributing political patronage.

The crisis of imperialism exposed the pseudo-socialist imagery of the regime
as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) came in to oversee the reduc tion of
the living standards of the society, especially of the working poor, The rise in
unemployment, the impotence of old parties based on race, the political crisis
which generated the violence leading to Jonestown, and the political activities of
Rabbi Washington and the House of Israel demanded a new political force in the
society. The consolidation of divisive racial alignments at the politicall level
worked towards increasing the exploitation of the workers and the small fa rmers,

The Working People’s Alliance (WPA) was formed as a political party to
respond to this economic and political crisis in the society. Their “Primciples
and Programmes” outlined the theoretical basis for building a new swciety,
while in practice this party went about the task of exposing racial insecwrity as
negative, and as working against the interests of the workers, sh owing
concretely how racial and ethnic factors tended to overshadow the historical role
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of the working class.

The presence of Pan-Africanists and Marxists like Walter Rodney and Eusi
Kwayana in the ranks of the Working People’s Alliance meant that the
statements towards black consciousness were directed in a conscious manner
toward the emancipation of not only African, but also Indian workers. Africans
in Guyana had been inculcated with ideas that they were the guardians of black
dignity by the PNC, but the regime showed that this black consciousness was a
sinister mythology which forced the people to live on their knees.

The scope for the spread of Rastafari was circumscribed by the nature of the
racial conflict in the society and the conscious policy of the WPA to root itself in
all sections of the working poor, those unemployed and those employed. The
existence of cults such as the House of Israel and the People’s Temple of
Jonestown placed caution in the minds of youths.

Yet the Rasta movement developed among young Africans. It was prominent
in the urban working class areas, and some Rastas petitioned the State for land
to settle in the interior. However the State was not concerned about their
potential for farming; the political leadership responded by using the
mechanisms of the police and the law to harass the young brethren and sistren.

The main influence of the Rasta formation came from the Dreads, though a
small minority wanted to centralise the person of Haile Selassie. But the
leadership of the WPA always tried to pull out the most progressive aspects of
the movement while through patient educational work they exposed the myths
of Ethiopia and the Ethiopian monarch which were so entrenched in Jamaica.

The potential towards mobilising the unemployed and the Rastas was clear to
Walter Rodney, who identified positively with this force in the Caribbean. In
his last public address to the Guyanese people, he paid tribute to Edward
Dublin, a member of the unemployved who died in the cause of the workers’
movement. He opened by saying “As the brothers in the street would say, [ man
Irie, I man dread”. This simply means that whatever pressures may be coming
down upon one, one’s will to struggle has in no way been lessened.

He spoke of the transformation of those members of the unemployed, those
who were rendered unemployable by the nature of the system but who decided
not to become lumpen and prey on the organised workers, Edward Dublin was a
youth who in the process of working with the WPA became politicised, and thus
a threat to the regime: he was killed on February 29, 1980.

Asserting the need to mobilise all sections of the masses Rodney maintained:

“What I am wying 1o say is simply this: The revolution is made by
ordinary people, not by angels, made by people from all walks of life, and
more particularly by the working class who are in the majority. And itisa
sign of the times, the sign of the power of revolutionary transforma-
tion, when a street force member is developed into a fighting cadre
in a political movement.” (His emphasis)’®

Here Walter Rodney was leaving a lesson for the Caribbean Left, that the
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Rastas, the unemployed youth, were part of the working class movement; that
revolution is not made by saints, contrary to the assertions of those political
movements which claim that their leaders were revolutionaries from birth. The
simple statement he was making was that the movement of the people must
harness the positive potential of the Rasta movement in the process of political
struggle.

Walter Rodney did not live to continue his work among the working people of
the Caribbean. He was assassinated by a young agent who was paid to gain his
confidence. On his death, the Rastas declared that they would produce one
thousand Rodneys.

Conclusion

The Rasta movement in the Caribbean today is the foremost Pan-African and
Pan-Caribbean movement in the area. Despite the idealist and oftimes
metaphysical tenets of the movement, it is decidedly a section of the oppressed
peoples of the region and contains the history of their love for their African
homeland.

The movement has broken down the big island/small island differences
among the people and has spread to the French colonial territories of
Martinique and Guadeloupe. In these islands the cultural forms of expression
called Cadance proclaim that black people’s ancestors were not from Gaul but
from Africa.

While in Jamaica the struggle for influence over the Rastas intensified with
the formation of the pseudo-Rastafarian Ethiopian Zion Coptic Church, the
movement in Grenada pointed a new direction for Rastas throughout the world.

Proclaiming that Rastas should never become pawns of capitalism, they called
out:

“It is of great significance that the progressive movement included Rastas
and have even placed brethren in key governmental positions in the
security forces and other agencies and to show no prejudice 10 nawny dread.
1t is with this in mind that we deliver this message 1o you as a reminder
that the founding principles of the Rastafarian faith directed that we
should at all costs serve the people in the truth and the right, so it behoves
us 1o state emphatically and clearly the position of Rastafari on issues of
temporal realities such as socialism, and communism which is opposed to
capitalism, underdevelopment and imperialism. Rastafari must take their
proper place in the Third World Revolution struggle against dictatorship
and oppression. Rastas cannot and must not become the pawns of
reactionary capitalists in their atiempt to maintain imperialism.””
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Chapter Seven

THE RASTAFARI MOVEMENT IN THE METROPOLE

PART 1

Rastas and the Decline of the African Liberation Support
Committee

The spread of the Rastafari movement, whether in the politicised form of the
Dreads in the Eastern Caribbean or in the form of the mystical locksmen of
Jamaica, had coincided with one of the periods of assertive identification with
race and racial pride in the United States of America. A strident proclamation of
‘Black Power’, which came to the attention of the world through the Anglo-
American media, was a manifestation of the black pride and self-assertion which
was the continuation of the long struggle against racial discrimination and
dehumanisation.

This Black Power Movement transformed a society where the economic basis
of segregation had been eroded by the rapid industrialisation of the South, but
where the backward ideas of racial superiority had put a brake on giving black
people their rights as full citizens.

Segregated schools, segregated lunch counters, dilapidated houses, disen-
franchisement, and contending with racists such as Bull O’Conncr were the lot
of a working people who were being pushed off the land as sharecroppers into
the low paying jobs in Birmingham (Alabama), Atlanta (Georgia) and Memphis
(Tennessee). This working poor responded to the challenge by pushing the
society beyond the vestiges of McCarthyism with a political movement which
included sit-ins, occupations, and those long marches which rang through the
deltas of the South with the refrain “We Shall Overcome”.

Martin Luther King, Malcolm X, Angela Davis, George Jackson and
Muhammed Ali emerged out of a violent struggle as leaders of a conscious
generation of black people who struggled for Civil Rights and for basic human
rights in a society which had the capacity to put a man on the moon, but where
millions of people suffered from malnutrition and starvation.

These blacks had taken the lead in internationalising the struggles of
oppressed peoples to the point where they identified the war in Vietnam as part
of their struggle, and in the process unleashed a spirit of resistance among
progressive young whites who took to the streets in those historic anti-war
marches. Part of this internationalism in the black community included support
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for the African Liberation struggle. Leaders such as Malcolm X and Stokely
Carmichael had consciously sought to mobilise black people in America to see
their struggle as part of the African Liberation struggle.

Later, the Black Panthers took to carrying weapons for self-defence, for in the
spirit of Malcolm X the fact that Africans had taken to arms in Southern Africa
was being used to strengthen the Afro-American resolve to oppose police and
State brutality in the years of sharp racial confrontation, between 1966 and
1974.

Jamaican support for African Liberation struggles dated back to the Iralo-
Abyssinian war, and had been linked to the internal struggles of the depression
years, but took the additional spiritual form of identification with the Ethiopian
monarch, replacing the European monarch at Buckingham Palace. Living in the
great republic whose anthem glorified the fight against monarchy, black people
in America were not burdened with this form of identification, but the deep
spiritualism was embedded in the independent churches of black America.

One movement which arose in the USA with startling similarities to the
Rastafari movement was that of the Black Muslims, called the Nation of Islam,
under the leadership of Elijah Muhammed. Deriving their legitimacy from the
nationalist and racial ideas of Garvey on the one hand and the Koran on the
other, the Black Muslims developed as a strong religious-nationalist force in the
urban centres of the USA, with a concept of solidarity and self-reliance which
endeared them to wide sections of the black community.

Malcolm X received his early political education in the Nation of Islam,
distancing himself when the open capitalist values of the organisation had cut off
the Black Muslims from the struggles on the street.* Malcolm X had perceived
that religious leaders could not be separated from the mass struggles, and it is
significant that the solidarity of the black churches provided the base for the
Civil Rights cause, bringing to the fore religious leaders such as Martin Luther
King Jr., who combined his search for God with a passionate struggle for
equality in the most unequal society of America.

Caribbean nationals in the USA were part of the struggles for Civil Rights and
during this period nationalist papers, such as African Opinion, carried out the
Garvey tradition of appealing to a wider constituency than that of the blacks in
the USA, in the attempt to rise above the petty tribalism between ‘“Westindians’
and Afro-Americans. Caribbean nationals, such as Stokely Carmichael, had
mspired the kind of Pan-Africanism which rose above these petty differences,

&

*QOne important distinction between the Rastas and the Black Muslims was that the Black Muslims preached that
whites were ‘devils’ and manifested a level of intolerance which was never present in the Rasta movement. These
Muslims had woven a curious historical account of slavery to legitimise their ideas, and though claiming some
nationalist similarities with Garveyism, “it lacked the humanism which attracted great masses to Garveyism’. See
TheodoreVincent, Black Power and the Garvey Movement, Ramparts Press, 1976, p. 223. The philosophy of Islam
proved quite attractive to some of those young Rastas who grew tired of the lack of organisation of some Rasta
Eroups.
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for there were thousands of Westindians who had made their home in the
USA.*

The African Liberation Support Committee

During the sixties and seventies, the most active and articulate sections of the
immigrant communities were linked to the US-based Black Power Movement
and later the African Liberation Support Committee (ALSC). The ALSC had
from its inception in 1971 aspired to embrace the whole Pan-African community
in the West, from ASCRIA in Guyana (African Society for Cultural Relations
with Independent Africa), to the Pan-African Congress Movement in the UK.
At the core of this Pan-African Movement was the ALSC Secretariat in
Washington DC, where the young blacks who had been the driving force behind
the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) gradually shifted
their emphasis from ‘black’ to ‘African’ in terms of political mobilisation.

The ALSC embraced a variety of classes and strata within the Afro-American

community, and included not only organisations which were just beginning to
understand the full implications of the struggle in Africa, but also older
elements who had long and tenuous connections with the African continent. As
a coalition of organisations, the energy of the young activists around Owusu
Sadauki pulled together disparate class elements, from the organised workers of
the Detroit motor industry to the fledgling black Representatives in the House
of Congress.

During the years 1971-1974 Afro-American support for African liberation
was the ‘pivot’ of an international black movement which ran the gamut of
conventional solidarity actions, pinpointing particular multinationals — such as
Gulf — for boycott, raising thousands of dollars in the black community and
forwarding it to Africa, and persuading longshoremen to refuse to offload
chrome from the illegal Ian Smith regime.’

The highlight of these campaigns was the observation of African Liberation
Day on May 25 every year with marches. These marches in the USA coincided
with marches in Europe and the Caribbean, and Rastafari positively identified
with this movement, with the Rastafari Movement Association (RMA) in the
forefront of the Jamaican celebrations.

Rastafari youths all over the world came out to support the African Liberation
Day Marches. This form of political mobilisation was accompanied by a spate of
published information,* which for a long time assisted in an effort to get beyond
the mystification imposed by the established news media on questions
concerning Africa.

As long as the ALSC survived, it promoted the cause of Africa with clarity for
the Rastas, on the one hand, and furthered the radicalisation of Congressmen,

*From 1865 to 1952 the bulk of English-speaking Caribbean migration was to the USA, but this flow was
effectively halted in 1952 when the racially inspired McCarran-Walter Immigration Act limited to 100 per year
persons allowed to emigrate to the USA from each Caribbean territory. It was after this period that the bulk of
Caribbean people turned to the UK in their rush to escape the unemployment and poverty of the island societies.
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such as Charles Diggs, on the other. Diggs began to raise questions about the
official ties between the USA and the settler regimes in Africa. Rastas in the
Caribbean and Europe also benefitted from this information in that it helped to
focus attention away from the narrow identification with the Ethiopian State
and monarch.

However, as an all-class formation the ALSC could not indefinitely mask the
disagreements which reflected the differing ideological positions of those who
supported African liberation; and by the middle of 1974, the ideological
differences within the ALSC had taken the form of extensive debates on the
inter-relationships between race and class. This vigorous discussion, which
began at ALSC meetings in Washington in May 1974, broke open at the Sixth
Pan-African Congress in Dar-es-Salaam in June 1974.* Centralising the false
dichotomy between nationalism and communism, which had begun at the time
of Garvey, this discussion was pursued in the journal Black Scholar,” but on the
streets was combined with the problems of individualism and a narrow,
scientifically incorrect theory of two imperialisms.

The framework of the debate itself reflected the impoverishment of ideas in
the USA, where the bourgeoisiehad, through the resources available, sought to
trivialise the idea of revolution and class struggle. This was part of the process of
befuddling the white working class, who had been nurtured on an intense diet of
anti-communism and white racism.

In the Caribbean, Pan-Africanists such as Walter Rodney and Eusi Kwayana
had consciously sought to inform the black nationalist tendencies with the
understanding that support for African liberation should be part of an anti-
imperialist posture which must extend to South America, South East Asia and
Europe itself. Their struggles against those leaders who opportunistically
supported African Liberation Movements while suppressing genuine liberation
movements in their society had led nationalists such as ASCRIA and the ACLM
in Antigua to embrace a world view which was Marxist and anti-racist.

There was a similar quest in the USA by those who were not satisfied with
couching their support for African liberation solely in terms of skin colour.
These blacks sought to link the problems of the black struggle to the
international socialist movement, and Angela Davis was one of those who
identified with this thrust, though on the whole the history of the antagonisms
between blacks and the Communist Party USA affected the quality of the
debate. At the other side of the ideological divide within and outside the ALSC
were those who thought that liberation should be based on ethnic identification,
to the point where they denigrated the ideas of scientific socialism on the
grounds that “Marx and Engels were white racists”.*

Such glorification of ignorance was to find concrete manifestation in support
for the United States of America and South Africa in Angola in 1975. The black
nationalists who were stridently anti-communist supported the UNITA/FNLA
front during the decisive Angolan War, for the front man of South Africa —
Jonas Savimbi — used the same anti-communist rhetoric as the black nationalists
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of the USA and Europe.

The people of Cuba in the Caribbean decisively supported the forces of the
MPLA to defeat the South African invasion to the amazement of the USA and
her capitalist allies in Europe. The Americans, who had coordinated the South
African/UNITA battle,” could not understand how a small nation that they had
blockaded for many years, and which they had vowed would never survive as a
socialist State, had not only survived, but had the capacity to aid a fighting
African society to defeat the forces of Apartheid. So worried were the Pentagon
strategists that the State Department intensified their anti-Cuban campaign,
leading to acts of terror against anti-imperialist forces in the Caribbean,
epitomised in the placing of a bomb on the Cubana Airlines plane in Barbados in
1976.

The vitriolic response of the capitalist States found a certain unity with those
on the left who denounced the Cubans as agents of ‘Soviet social imperialism.
This discussion had a profound impact on the whole project of support for
African liberation, causing many young blacks in Canada and the UK, who had
earlier marched under the banners of the support for black dignity and African
freedom, to turn to the Rastafari, especially since they listened intently to the
reggae songs of freedom.

A direct co-relation has been made in the United Kingdom between the
decline of the Black Power Movement and the rise of Rastafari, Such a direct
link is more difficult in North America, since the young Caribbean and
Jamaican nationals who proclaimed the divinity of Haile Selassis were never a
part of the ALSC. These Rastafarians were located on the eastern seaboard,
primarily in New York and Connecticut, and they were so few in numbers that
they did not take any clear organisational form.

By the middle of the seventies, the headquarters of the Ethiopian Weorld
Federation in New York had been relocated, for the organisational head-
quarters in Harlem had lost its significance after the removal of Haile Selassie
from the Imperial Throne. The Ethiopian Orthodox Church (EQC) had a small
following, and the liquidated heirs of Haile Selassie had hoped to use the EWF
and the EOC as political bases of support; but the EWF had lost the vibrancy
which it had elicited after the Italian invasion of Abyssinia.

Though small in number, the presence of the Rastafari was noticeable enough
for the Chief of the Intelligence Unit of New York Police Force to prepare a
report on the Rastafari. As usual, this report claimed that the Rastas had no
regard for property, life or law, and the US Immigration Authorities declared
that Rastas were “the most violent group in New York City”.* Overlooking the
violence of the Mafia and the organised looters of Wall Street, the police linked
Rastas to the rise in ganja-related killings in the Bronx and Brooklyn between
1974 and 1975.

It was shortly after this period of the appearance of Rastas as a distinctive
group in New York and the Cuban assistance to Angola that the pseudo-Rasta
group, the Coptics, appeared as the major Rasta formation in the USA. Because
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everything in America is done on a grand scale, these pseudo-Rastas established
themselves on Star Island, in Florida, and were so significant that the television
news programme ‘‘Sixty Minutes” gave them national publicity in October
1979.°

Through their newspaper Coptic Times they expounded their anti-communist
Rasta philosophy, eliciting the support of the State to use local radio stations to
bind young blacks and whites to their ‘misphilosophy’. During the period 1975-
1980, the Coptics were able to develop a level of sophistication with respect to
the campaign to ‘legalise cannabis’, so that they were able to gain widespread
support from blacks and whites in North America, Europe and the Caribbean.

The Canadian Dimension

In Toronto and Montreal, Canada — where there was a larger proportion of
Caribbean migrants — the Rastafari movement grew slowly during the sixties
and seventies, but rapidly expanded after the closure of the Black Education
Project in Toronto and the relocation of the Toronto branch of the Universal
Negro Improvement Association. The struggle for Civil Rights in the USA had
spread across to the Canadian blacks in the sixties, when local and immigrant
blacks heightened their own campaign against racial discrimination, culminat-
ing in the violent confrontations of Sir George Williams University in Montreal,
in 1969.%*

For a brief period the Canadian arm of the AISC was a vibrant movement, but
as in the USA, the Angolan War, coupled with the ideological struggles, had
affected those organisations which were struggling for decent education, proper
housing, jobs and against immigration witch-hunts. As a rich, vast and
underpopulated land, Canada encouraged migrants from Europe, but hounded
and harassed black immigrants. So it was not surprising that in 1975 the police
and the immigration authorities launched an attack on the Rastas as a “Bizarre
Cult which was responsible for violent Crimes in Toronto.”"

Quoting extensively from the intelligence reports of the USA, the newspaper
allegations exposed the extent to which the differing sections of the coercive
apparatus of the Canadian State were monitoring the activities of the Rastas in
Toronto. The Tacky Study Group (a small Caribbean group which derived its
name from the leader of the slave revolt in Jamaica in 1760) perceived the
media/police initiative not merely as an attack on the Rastas, but as a
continuation of the attacks on the black community, and mobilised the
progressive forces along with the Ethiopian Orthodox Church to refute the
claims of the police that Rastas were violent murderers. A joint statement from
Tacky, the UNIA (the Garvey organisation), and the Black Workers Alliance
underlined the concern of the black community at the report, which blamed the
Rastas for racism.”

Even at this point there were sharp differences between the Rastas. Those
who were more steeped in religion claimed that it was the ‘work of Jah,” while
those who had participated in the general struggles of the black community saw

it < S
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the need to ‘stand up and fight.” These two tendencies were to contend with the
mystical faction, taking the ascendancy as the general black leadership dispersed
and the community organisations were weakened by police infiltration and
provocation., ™

Rastas in North America continued the tradition of assertive identification
with race and African origin, straddling the political/mystical divide. In the
main, Rastas became a religious form in Canada: this phenomenon was linked to
the general level of political development in the society. It was even more
startling in Britain, where the Rastas formed the bulk of the black conscious

youths.
Part II

Rasta, the Black Worker, and the British Crisis

The present Rastafari community in Britain is part of the large black population
in the United Kingdom of more than 2 million.* Black settlement in the UK is
not a new phenomenon, for hundreds of blacks have lived in England since the
Elizabethan times. They have borne the brunt of the racism of a society which
made immense profits from the buying and selling of human beings, and where
for the white population the historical evidence of enslaving blacks forged the tie
between racism and colour prejudice.

Racist philosophy produced not only a society of individual racists, but a
society where white racism was so all-pervasive that it was not perceived for
what it was, but over time permeated all institutions of the State and society.
Anti-racist scholars have documented how the racism which spawned English
literature and society laid the basis for the general European conception of black
people; “for the Dutch, the French, and the Germans did not lag behind their
English counterparts in providing the stereotypes and distortions which
comprise racism”."

Black house servants had abounded in the society, consequent to the practice
of Westindian planters of bringing large numbers of slaves to England with
them; but the activities of the free blacks, such as Equiano, and the anti-slavery
society led to the Lord Mansfield Decision, 1772, which outlawed slavery on
British soil. Numerous black loyalists who fought on the side of the British
during the American War for Independence sought their freedom, and on
travelling to England they increased the already existing sectors of black
unemployed.

Having a large degree of visibility, blacks were singled out as constituting a
major social problem,which comprised destitution, crime and the threat of
miscegenation; and the solution was that they should be deported from the

* A useful source on the statistical breakdown of the black population in 1980 is in Britain’s Black Population by
the Runnymede Trust and the Radical Statistics Race Group, Heinemann Educational Books, 1980, For the
purposes of this section on Rastafari, black will refer to the black people of African origin.
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realm. It would be quite instructive for the present Rasta campaign of
repatriation to examine how a reactionary solution was combined with the
humanitarian purpose of Granville Sharp in the wholesale deportation of blacks
to Sierra Leone in 1786.

Many blacks feared that the dominant thrust behind the scheme was to dump
them outside Britain without protection, so they eluded the armed search
parties of the East End (LLondon) streets, becoming the forebears of the black
communities which settled in the seaport towns of London, Liverpool, Bristol
and Cardiff.

At the end of World War II, this small community was augmented by over
one million blacks from the Westindies, Africa and Asia, when Britain looked to
its colonies to solve its post-war labour shortage. From the Westindies over a
quarter of a million responded to the recruitment pressure of British capital.®

Similar to the exercise of Henry Ford after World War I in the American
South, British capitalists took out advertisements encouraging black people to
migrate to the factories of the Midlands, to the expanding health services, and
most of all to operate the London transport system. But as outlined in a

previous chapter, the pressures to leave the Caribbean were double-edged, with

the case of the rural small farmers in Jamaica who were forced to sell their land
being the best documented example of the pressures to migrate.

Black immigration to the urban centres was a reflection of the crisis of British
imperialism, and was in itself one of the responses of the State to this economic
and social crisis. British capitalism had been sheltered from innovation and
rejuvenation by the promise of continuous exploitation of those colonies which
were ruled under the British flag. These colonial possessions prevented Britain
from taking part in the last great expansion of capitalism in the post-World War
IT era, when the Americans had initiated the Marshall Plan to prevent the
general collapse of the system of capitalism.

Japan, Germany and France modernised their economies, utilising the
resources of the globe, especially cheap energy, to usher in the third
technological revolution — the era of petro-chemicals, atomic energy, sea bed
technology, the conquest of space and micro-chip technology. Britain trailed
behind these developments, limping later into the European Common Market,
hoping to get protection for her ailing steel, shipbuilding and motor car
industries.

The crisis of industrial production in Britain, to which the black worker
migrated after 1948, was simultaneously a political and ideological crisis.
Imperialist pillage of the 67 colonies had allowed the ruling class to grant
concessions to its militant working class in the social democratic compromise.
Social democracy embraced imperialism and chauvinism, with the Left
justifying colonial domination as ‘progressive’, while the ideological organ of the
State integrated the working class as a social partner and a consumer, thus
subordinating the working people to the ideological domination of capital.

Social democracy became the material product of imperialism, while
reformism became the ideological corollary of this capital/labour alliance.'
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Wage improvements interconnected with the narrow political struggles of the
trade union bureaucracy, led to the extension of the market, creating the
conditions for the ‘consumer society’ and incessantly extending the scope of
unproductive activities, and the domestication of progressive forces.

Black immigrants who came off the boats and planes to the foundries were
thrown into the midst of the ideclogical and economic crisis which beset the
British society when the conjunction of the extension of the socialist camp, the
anti-colonial movement, and the massive competition had threatened the whole
future of British industry. Capital benefitted from the presence of these
immigrants, for not only did they have a cheap source of skilled labour, but they
diverted the energies of the white workers from the problems of the workplace
with hysterical stories that black people were taking away the jobs and houses of
the whites.

Faced with this contradiction, the black worker also had to contend at the
workplace with efforts by the State to tie the trade union to institutionalised
procedures which ensured ‘social harmony’. Countless black workers can tell
their own story of their struggles in the trade union movement against the
determined efforts of the bourgeoisie to reorganise industrial relations, not only
to pit black against white workers, but also to consolidate the power of
management over the shop floor,

By the end of the seventies, one of the main consequences of the
institutionalisation of shop floor organisation was that unions lost their
independence in the workplace. The setting up of common employer/union
structures made spontaneous action less likely, and ensured that the shop
stewards, whose job it was to defend the workers, were instead drawn into joint
committees of peaceful industrial relations."

Concentrated in the low-paying jobs where an effective working class
organisation was most needed, but least available, the black workers made their
contribution to the crisis-ridden British economy, while the State embarked on
enacting legal statutes to reduce the black citizens to second-class citizens; and
on the imposition of immigration controls which disrupted their families.

As building workers, carpenters, mechanics, nurses, orderlies and transport
service employees, black workers toiled in unpleasant working environments
and during unsocial hours, always struggling against the divide and rule tactics
of the employers.”” But however much the British capitalist class benefited
from this influx of a vibrant, skilled labour force, the long-term problem of
transformation could not be shelved. By the end of the sixties all the major
sectors of the economy were in decline, for no amount of nationalisation could
protect the British steel, British shipbuilding, or British automobile industries
from more efficient producers. Black workers, even before they settled in their
new communities, began to share the experience of blacks in the USA in being
the last hired and the first fired.

Outside their place of work, the workers faced every major institution of the
state and society, whether it was the courts, the iniquitous housing policies of
the local authorities, the threats from uniformed and plainclothes racists in the
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streets or the thrust to dub their children Educationally sub-normal (ESN) in the
school system. Racial discrimination confronted these workers everywhere, and
they were forced from time to time to turn to armed resistance, as witnessed in
the Notting Hill and Nottingham revolts of late 1958. The Notting Hill
revolt foreshadowed the limitations of social democratic control over black
workers.

Discriminated against at work, harassed at night by the coercive arm of the
State, and denigrated by the media, the black workers and their families set
about building social and welfare organisations for protection and solidarity.

Communal practices, such as the ‘partner’ scheme, provided a semblance of
community banking, for the transnational banks and the building societies
denied black customers the services offered to white citizens. In all spheres of
social activity, a vibrant black community was in the making, with the
beginnings of a black church movement,” black social clubs, black sporting
clubs, a black press, in short a black way of life in Britain. All the British
institutions had to adapt themselves in one form or another to the black
presence, and this adaptation took very negative forms in the school system and
in the coercive apparatus — courts, prisons and the police.

The Education System and the Growth of the Rastas

The one area where the voluntary black organisation could not effectively
intervene with immediate results was in the training of their children in the
educational system. Accustomed to placing supreme trust in the teachers in the
Caribbean, black people eagerly sent their children into the school system that
the politicians had spoken so highly of.

Within the consciousness of black workers, formal education had been
identified with progress, a better way of life, and the ultimate escape from the
factory. These black workers were bewildered as they saw their children grow
up without the rudimentary skills of reading and writing. No amount of support
through self-help institutions on Saturdays, called Supplementary Schools,
could sufficiently heal the damage inflicted by teachers who deemed black
children educationally sub-normal.

The disproportionate numbers of black children in the ESN schools clearly
showed how the educational system was instrumental in perpetuating the sense
of inferiority and lack of capability among black people. That the system was
designed to produce failure was reinforced to those who were fortunate to go on
to secondary and comprehensive schools, for the mentality of failure was
inculcated to produce submission to the existing social order.

Blacks in Britain brought to the fore the weaknesses of the post-imperial
system as they exposed the racist texts and the dead-end channelling of black
children into the Certificate of Secondary Education (CSE) examinations. Black
youths were bound to fail when they had to study required reference texts such
as H.A.L. Fisher’s History of Europe, which said that:
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“To the conguest of nature through knowledge the contributions made by
Astatics have been negligible and by Africans (Egyptians excluded) non-
existent. The printing press and telescope, the steam engine, and the
aeroplane, the telegraph and the telephone, wireless broadcasting and the
cinematograph, the gramophone and television, together with all the
leading discoveries in psychology, the circulation of bleod, the laws of
respiration and the like, are all the result of researches carried out by white
men in Europe.”

When black parents and vigilant black teachers reveal the ideological basis of
such books the liberal authorities fall back on the problem of ‘public
expenditure cuts’ to justify the retention of this kind of material in the
curriculum. For the non-white youth, the ‘intentional’ and ‘unintentional’
racism of teachers was decisive in shaping the kind of mind which could be
geared to accept the status quo and not to challenge the system.

In the Caribbean, those youths who toiled uphill against the Eurocentric
curriculum had their village communities or strong black neighbourhoods to act
as a buffer against the psychological and cultural assaults; but in the UK the
ideological assault was reinforced on the streets, on the playing fields, and in
their homes through the media. Not even the old colonial tactic of calling
Commissions of Inquiry could Iull the outcry of the enraged Black Parents
Associations who were learning that the struggle to change the educational
system involved the struggle to change the class base of the society.

Faced with a militant and organised Black Parents’ Movement, the State had
hoped to siphon off criticism of the educational system with a promise of multi-
cultural studies. However, the initiatives towards diversifying the content of
education could not confront the fundamental problem of the rigid and elitist
nature of British education. In practice, multi-cultural education introduced
pockets of idyllic and romantic aspects of life in the Caribbean, Asia and Africa,
and did not challenge the glorification of white supremacy.

Many young blacks rejected the ideology of the ruling class embodied in the
curriculum, and at the end of the seventies the State had in their inquiry placed
the stamp of ‘“under-achievers’ on those who refused to acquiesce with the
cultural assaults. A report called The West Indian Child in Our Schools confirmed
what black families knew — that 98% of black children (in six local education
authorities) received no A Level passes, and that less than 1% of the blacks born
in Britain made it to university.”

So controlled and limited were the places in higher education for black and
other working people that the State had dropped the myth of social mobility and
equal opportunity by cutting back on expenditure so that only the highly
capable and persevering black youths could make it into the universities.

Reformist solutions of multi-cultural education could not escape the fact that
for blacks the school system was part of the whole system of social control,
stretching from the ‘disruptive units’ in the schools to the SUS laws. Countless
black youths were placed in ‘disruptive units’ when teachers could not cope with
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the assertion of their humanity, and from time to time students brought home
stories which sounded very similar to the experiments of behaviour modifica-
tion. It was not insignificant, therefore, that black students who were placed in
disruptive units called it ‘the slammer’. They perceived these units as one link in
the chain of ‘no go areas’, remand centres, prisons and a life of harassment.

It was in the school system that many young blacks first became attracted to
Rastafari, for the language of black dignity, coupled with the promise of black
liberation, seemed a credible alternative to total submission to the Eurocentric
and capitalist ideas of the system. Spurning the technological rationality, the
materialism and the degenerate mass media promoting the celebration of
commodity fetishism, Rastafari doctrine emerged as an alternative to the
corrupt spirit of Europe.

While striving to rise above this corruption, the Rastafari could not but
internalise a portion of the idealism and individualism of the society. More
significantly, because many youths developed an antipathy not only to ‘white
man’s ideas’ but to all ideas, they were to open themselves up to manipulation
by elements who took on the physical appearance of Rasta in order to further
their own levels of materialism and consumption, especially through the ganja
trade.

For the backward elements, it was easier to manipulate these youths who had
not mastered the basic skills necessary to function in the society, and they had
no interest in stressing or searching for alternative forms of education. The
dictum of Cabral, which was repeated by the Rasta Movement Association in
Jamaica in their newspaper, was needed in the Rasta communities:

“The Role of Education in the revolution is to create a new mentality free
from superstition, subservience, and other forms of mental oppression — 1o
develop among the masses a capacity to analyse, crilicise and to carry
forth revolution.””

Thoughtful Rastas who had to go to the courts, prisons and other State
institutions with the persecuted youths encouraged them with the Rodney
admonition: Africans (Especially Youths) Must Learn New Skills.

In order to escape the cultural assault of the racism and ethnocentrism of the
society, young black people searched for avenues of self-expression and
development, and one of the most compulsive aspects was that of the Rastafari
philosophy, which gave them a sense of pride in being black. Through the
sound system, which was their primary source of identification and recreation,
many were attracted to the lyrics of defiance and love for Africa, which were
transmitted through reggae music.

This assertion of a love for Africa was passive, for unlike the early Rastas
these youths did not go out to find out about contemporary struggles in Africa.
For a while this assertion coincided with the organisational activities of a
number of black groups which articulated their opposition to racial discrimina-
tion and harassment. Those organisations which in the fifties had been based on
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‘island politics’ (consistent with the view that the migrants were going to return
home) were in 1968 replaced by a number of groups which positively identified
with the struggles in Black America and in Africa.

As early as 1964 Claudia Jones had questioned whether the welfare groups
and umbrella organisations (such as the Standing Conference of West Indian
Organisations) fully served the needs of the black populations in Britain, and
she had undertaken a major effort to stimulate political and social thinking
among the black population in the launching of the progressive news monthly,
the West Indian Gazette.

During the sixties and early seventies this tradition of radical journalism
flourished with a number of radical black newspapers accompanying the Black
Power explosion. Among the newspapers and publications were: Freedom News,
Black Voice, Flambeau, Uhuru, Grassroots, Race Today, and West Indian World,
all papers which were linked to ideological tendencies; but by the end of 1975
only Black Voice, Grassroots, and Race Today remained as vibrant echoes of
protest.

The ideological crisis which rocked the black movement in the USA had its
local variant in the UK such that at the beginning of the seventies, the major
force among young blacks was the Rastafari movement.

A few Rasta men and women were part of the wave of migration out of
Jamaica, and even though small in numbers they had set up a branch of the
Ethiopian World Federation — Local 33 — in Notting Hill. These Rastas were
part of the outpouring of black resistance, and took their share of police
harassment, brutality and distortion.

The numbers of Rastafarians in Britain increased sharply after the appearance
of Bob Marley with locks, singing songs like “Dread Natty Dread”. After 1975
the music of Marley and the Wailers had a dramatic impact on the youths, for
the media complex was caught in the contradiction of selling reggae to a mass
audience, but ending up with black youths who rejected the social injustice of
capitalism.

At precisely the time when the State challenged the whole black community,
culminating in the Mangrove Trials, the ideological crisis of the white Left,
which deflected the energies of young people into non-revolutionary struggles,
meant that the black people were on their own against the State. The Rastafari
movement erupted as part of the overall black rejection of the ‘Babylonian
system’, and acted as the fountain of spiritual renewal.

All over England there were small groups of blacks who had turned their
backs on the schools, on the churches of their parents, and on the promise of
unemployment, by their assertive identification with Africa. The newssheet of
the Ethiopian World Federation, Local 33 — called Rasta Cry — voiced some of
the sentiments of the growing movement when it sought to distance itself from
the sectarian conflicts which blossomed after the Mangrove Trials. Rasta Cry
declared:

“In this time Rasta doctrine is the only solution for black youths because it
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s unique, it is collective and it is fundamental. It is not Marxism,
Maoism nor Black Powerism. It is the only instrument that can destroy
the yoke of imperialism and colonialism in the West Indies and Africa.””

Local 33 of the international EWF, based in Portobello Road, Notting Hill
(before it was dispersed and demolished) was, like the neighbourhood from
which it emerged, political in orientation and did not promote the divinity of the
Emperor of Ethiopia, saying:

“Selassie is the supreme defender of the faith of the Ethiopian Orthodox
Church. He is not divine, indeed Selassie denied his divinity — but he is
worshipped as the spiritual leader of the movement.”

Despite this disclaimer of Haile Selassie’s divinity, the Rastafari as a group
could not escape the powerful threat from imperialism to promote religious
alienation and to cut off black youth from discussions about liberation in Africa
and in Europe. The efforts of imperialism bore fruit, for the erroneous
perception of Haile Selassie’s divinity took root even after the massive
information exercise on the excesses of the Emperor against the Ethiopian
people.

Young Rastas refused to believe that the Emperor was so callous as to feed
meat to his dogs while hundreds of thousands of Ethiopians died of famine. Not
even the documented evidence of exploitation presented by Ethiopian students
in their midst could shake the belief of some of the young Rastas. The more
religiously orientated used the information on the revolution to say that the
downfall of Haile Selassie was the ‘fulfilment of prophecy’, drawing compari-
sons between the overthrow and the sufferings of Christ.

The break-up of the African Liberation Support Committee in the same year
and the absence of a reliable source of information meant that these religious
Rastas held sway. A similar pattern had developed in Jamaica where, placed on
the defensive by the dethronement, the movement developed theological
explanations in order to survive and hold the support of its followers. The
Rastafari youths, who could not analyse and interpret the events began to
deepen their identification with Haile Selassie, in the process turning their
backs on the struggles of the Ethiopian people.

The Twelve Tribes of [srael, the Rasta formation which had broken from the
EWTF in Jamaica, was most vigorous in its worship of Haile Selassie, and for the
first time in the history of the movement suggested that the path to the doctrines
of Rastafari lay more in the reading of a chapter of the Bible daily, than in the
philosophy of Marcus Garvey *By focussing on the narrow questions of Haile
Selassie, Ethiopia, and the promise of Repatriation to Shashamane, the Rasta
movement in England was to be influenced by the Twelve Tribes of Israel, an

*The Twelve Tribes of Israel claimed that they were the ‘real Jews’, the Israelites, without paying attention to the
role of the present Israeli State in the Middle East, or of Zionists in South Africa.
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organisation which helped to effect a level of confusion on the role of the State of
Israel in African politics. :

However, the hegemony of this group over less organised Rasta formations
could not hold sway for long, for many Rastas objected to the introduction of
whites into the ‘organ’. Even if Rasta was religious, in the eyes of many Rastas it
had to be black and anti-imperialist; so the divisions within the ranks of the
movement led to the formation of Rasta International.

Rastas and the State: The Case of Birmingham

It is necessary to periodise this study of the UK movement as a relatively
short phase, essentially 1975-1979. The ideas of the strict religious proclamation
could not gain ground permanently as long as the Rasta movement, as part of
the oppressed black nation in Europe, had to grapple with the State. Even the
Headquarters of the Twelve Tribes of Israel, where the religious rituals were
being fashioned, came under attack by the police, who feared all forms of black
consciousness — even more so if that consciousness was shown in the physical
form of Rasta.

Handsworth, Birmingham, provides a clear manifestation of the way in which
the Rastafari youths were challenged to rise above idealism and mysticism. The
police had recruited young hustlers, who wore their hair in locks and called
themselves Rastas, to be part of a pacification project of ‘community policing’,
and British society was forcing the movement to move to a higher level of
interpreting the world in order to face the challenges placed before young

Rastas. .
Apart from the teachers, social workers and welfare officers who worked in

the areas of large black settlements, such as the West Midlands and Manchester,
the first images of the Rastas which were presented to the wider society were of
criminals mugging innocent whites. A major scare was initiated between 1971
and 1973, when the media and the police embarked on a programme to depict
all the black youths as muggers and criminals. Linking crime to race, and to the
poverty of the inner cities, the newspapers, State intellectuals, and race experts
pontificated on the problems of the black families which ensured a life of crime
among the ‘lost” youths.

In 1973 Handsworth, Birmingham, with over a quarter of its population
black, became the focal point of national hysteria about Rasta muggers,
covering up the unprecedented police assault on the whole black community.
Using the case of two young blacks who were charged before the courts with
mugging, the press quoted favourably from the statements of the Police
Federation that mugging was a sport for young blacks. For good measure the
well-known spokesperson for extreme racists, Enoch Powell, told the whole
nation that “mugging was racial”.

The case was publicised so much that it precipitated a major study by
concerned progressive intellectuals on how the media helped to mould public
opinion in using black people as scapegoats. Appropriately called Policing The
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Crisis: Mugging, the State and Law and Order, this study showed the link
between the economic decline of the West Midlands and the policing methods
used against black people.®

The economic depression in the society had taken its toll in terms of higher
'une:rnployment among blacks, more redundancies — not to mention a higher
1np1dence of high blood pressure amongst black people. The West Midlands,
with one of the largest concentrations of blacks and Rastas, mirrored the decline
t_;)f the society. Prior to the sharp decline of the old iron and steel-based
industries, the whole area of the West Midlands, from Coventry to Wol-
verhampton, was covered with small workshops, and was the boom area of
provincial Britain,

At the hub of this industrial boom was the motor car industry, employing
over 400,000 workers, with the supporting factories providing component parts.
Competition from the Germans, the Japanese and the French industrialists
undermined British car sales such that foreign cars took a major share of the
market, affecting the foundries, factories and steel works which supplied parts
to the automobile industry in Britain.

Without the protection of her empire, the economic crisis affected every
sector of British industry, with large-scale redundancies in the motor industry,
shipbuilding, engineering and construction industries. Not even massive State
subsidies of more than £1 million per day to the nationalised motor car and steel
industries would stop the rapid de-industrialisation of the society. By 1980 the
National Institute of Economic Review said:

“There was a greater fall in manufacturing outpu: than that which
occurred in the great depression between 1929 and 1931. Manufacturing
output in one year fell by over 16% and the official figures of
unemployment stood at 10% of the registered work force.”*

The West Midlands fared the worse, for the unemployment ranged between 12-
lﬁ}%, with unemployment in the black communities doubling and sometimes
tripling the national averages. Black youths were growing up, not temporarily
ul-{employed, but with the prospect of living their adult life without ever having
a job, a phenomenon which their parents had sought to escape from in the
Caribbean,

Throughout the period the only areas which seemed to attract new
Fechnological inputs were in the banking sector and in the repressive
instruments of the military and the police. Successive administrations poured
millions into the technological toys which strengthen the State over the working
class and society. Through its computer systems, the police developed a
comprehensive information system, collecting information on 22 million
persons, having access to other data banks with health records, military records,
tax returns, bank statements, telephone bills, thus enhancing the intelligence
gathering facilities,

Without a national authority to monitor the use of this repressive technology,
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the State was in haste to codify its information on citizens, so that it could pre-
empt major rebellious opposition in this rush towards authoritarianism.
Working class institutions were integrated into the social democratic State
through the Trade Union Congress, and the extra-parliamentary left remained a
voice in the wilderness protesting ‘Project 1984,

The police forces had found the black workers and their families extremely
difficult to programme, for the structure of the black and Asian communities
did not easily lend itself to easy penetration, especially since the Rastas refused
to be drawn into the mad commodity fetishism of the society. The police force
in Birmingham intensified its campaign against the black community, and in
particular against the Rastafarians, for to the counter-insurgency planners, the
whole philosophy of Rastas represented a threat to the British way of life.

Hence, the major campaign for social control took the form of periodic
attacks by the Special Patrol Group,*  the vetting of the activities of black
organisations by the Special Branch, and academic studies by sociologists to fill
the gaps in the gathering of information.

From Shades of Grey To Cashmore’s Rastaman

Policing-oriented research since 1975 has been centred in Birmingham, for race
research replaced the historic centre for West African Studies as the main
emphasis. The sociology of race relations control replaced colonial control as a
major problem for the British State. Paul Gilroy, in his analysis of how
Birmingham became the centre of sociological research, determined that:

“Race research had a new-found relevance for the institutions of social
control demanded by the new historical conditions.”

Detailing the studies of the police in which black youths are seen to comprise
a simultaneously criminal and political threat to the social order, Gilroy traced
the convergence between the views of senior conservative politicians, senior
police officers, sociologists, State intellectuals and the purveyors of racism in the
media on the question of the black threat.” Through the sociological study of
one State intellectual in Birmingham, the alleged threat was reduced to the
Rastafari movement, and the ‘Dread’ replaced the mugger as the principal
scapegoat for social disorder and black criminality.

The Shades of Grey Report

Continuous confrontations between black people and the police stimulated the
need by the State for the John Brown Report on the Rastas, which was called

*The Special Patrol Group had gained particular notoriety in Britain for its violent attacks on the working class and
the periodic invasion of black neighbourhoods. Because this force operated as a stormtrooper force and did not
necessarily know the neighbourhood they were operating in, “a police computerised index of all streets and
property numbers in the West Midlands was undertaken”. The index gave the exact location of all 27,000 streets in
the 429 “police beats’ in Birmingham, Coventry, Dudley, Sandwell, Solihull, Walsall, and Wolverhampton. Also
added to the index were details of house numbers, street junctions, telephone kiosks and other prominent local
landruarks and features. State Research Bulletin No. 24, June-July 1981, p. 139,
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Shades of Grey — subtitled “Police/West Indian Relations in Handsworth”.
Prepared as the ideological counterpart of the operations of the Special Branch
and the para-military Special Patrol Group, Brown’s report linked Rastafari to
all the known crimes of a poor urban community.

Blaming the Westindian family (poor family relations), and poor educational
attainment (Rampton’s ‘under-achievement’) for the drift of ‘idleness and
crime’, Brown provides the justification for police brutality by constructing the
theory of the “criminalised dreadlock subculture of Handsworth”. For those
police officers who did not yet know how to identify the Rastafari, Brown told
them to look for the red, gold and green, because:

“The majority of crimes involving violence were committed in a particular
area of Handsworth, usually between dusk and the early hours of the
morning and mainly by a particular group — some 200 youths of West
Indian origin or descent who have taken on the appearance of followers of
the Rastafarian faith by plaiting their hair in locks and wearing green,
gold and red woollen hats.”*

To cement this image of the Rasta as a racial thug, the media publicised the
Brown Report, warning the wider community of this ‘crazed drug-smoking
menace to British society’. Birmingham newspapers serialised stories of ‘streets
of terror’, using the well-tried scare tactic of the Southern States of the USA —
that the victims of hard criminals are ‘defenceless white women’. Headlines of
“Streets of Fear”, “Violent Crime Is Mounting”, “Terror Gangs Shock”
warned whites of a structured and mobile group of Rastas which terrorised the
whole community; and following the recommendation of Brown that “the first
priority is to augment police strength’, extra police were drafted into
Handsworth to deal with the ‘Rasta menace’.

Brown’s report on the Dreadlocks was a pacemaker in that it set the agenda
for subsequent discussion on the Rastas, and paved the way for efforts by the
State to incorporate those Rasta elements who would cooperate with the state in
experimental community policing. The project to control Rasta, which had been
initiated with the 1960 Report in Jamaica and ritualised with the incorporation
of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church as a State institution in Jamaica, was now
being furthered in Britain as part of the overall plan to control black people. The
clear resistance of black youth in Britain to the corrupt spirit of Babylonian
culture had created a panic, and the only way to legitimise this panic was to put
the stamp of criminality and terrorism on youths with woollen hats.

Brown’s separation of the ‘real Rasta’ from the ‘hardcore criminal Dread’ was
the key to a police experiment which needed ‘real Rastas’ on the side of the
police in the community policing methods. These in turn were necessary to
police a black force which was outside the social harmony parameters of trade
union/management consultative committees. To provide further information to
the police on how to identify the handbag-snatching Rastas from the ‘real
Rasta’, a doctoral study of the Rastafarians in Birmingham was undertaken by
Ernest Cashmore.
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The resulting book, Rastaman, was a reader for the police on how to identify
the religious elements, and it turned out later that the informants of Cashmore
were in the forefront of the community policing work in Handsworth.

From the outset Ernest Cashmore revealed that his inspiration to study Rasta
came from the police, in particular the Inspector of the Intelligence Bureau of
the Metropolitan Police of Toronto®, when the Globe and Mail attacked the
Rastas in Toronto in 1975. Cashmore used the prestige of the university thesis to
confirm the Shades of Grey image of criminals, and not even his claim to differ
with John Brown could hide his overall effort to centralise the theme of Rasta
criminality. He had added his own evidence by saying:

“Now whilst objecting to the rigid dichoiomisation, I concede that a
number of Rastafari adherents in the Handsworth area (and other areas
of Birmingham) were prone to handbag snatching, pilfering and robberies
of a more sertous nature.””

Invoking the worn-out ideas of bourgeois scholarship with obscurantist
language of ‘truculence’, ‘evasion’, ‘discrepancy’, ‘journey to Jah’, apd
‘impositional concepts’, Cashmore resorted to the standard preoccupation with
locks, Selassie, ganja and the tam, to present his intervention in the discussion.
Where Brown was content to blame the black family for their ‘deprived and
disadvantaged stations, and children who took out their idleness in crime’,
Cashmore told how the Rastafarians were potentially murderers, comparing the
early settlement of Leonard Howell to the murderous Charles Manson cult in
the USA. He compounded the historical distortions of the Pinnacle Commune
with the following statement:

“After two years’ imprisonment Howell decided to rigidify the Pinnacle
Commune, installing guards and watchdogs and exercising his leadership
almost tyrannically. The parallels with the family cult which emerged in
the 1960°s are irresistible. Its despotic leader, Charles Manson, was said
to wield a strange mesmeric control over his followers, luring them with
his apocalyptic vision of Helter Skelter, the ultimate confrontation
berween blacks and whites, and commanding them to murder figures of
‘straight sociery’. Manson’s cult used the hallucinogenic drug, LSD,
Howell's used ganja, a marijuana cultivated on the estate, o which many
Rastas were to attach religious significance. Both leaders gained
wspiration from reluctant sources: in Howell’s case, Garvey, and in
Manson’s, the Beatles, whom he claimed had sent him messages through
their recordings.”™

From this characterisation of the Rastas as potential murderers Cashmore
defined the Rastafari movement, and to ensure that the reader did not miss the
continuities between the ganja smokers of Pinnacle and the purse-snatching
Rastas he underlined the fact that the Rastas in Britain emerged from
marauding street gangs. ** While claiming that his work was to clarify and
develop understanding, Cashmore used the hospitality of the brethren and
sistren to support the police in their work of harassing black youths. Later when
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the pqllce un@erto‘c:k th<?ir own research, one police inspector linked reggae to
Err({;’_lsm, saying: M}Jsxc was e}lways important at the Rastafarian meetings, the
yla ingi cﬁmce espt.ecmlly, having developed from the ‘burra’ which was used to
welcome home criminals, which was an open commi i
i 5 p mitment to terrorist
?t the time when the wholf: black community was sensitive to the increased
police powers and the alarming numbers of black youths arrested under the
%824 Vagrancyr Act on thf; charge of ‘SUS’,* Cashmore’s study of the Rasta
uelled the drive towards increasing police powers and the deployment of the

ﬁ_zlir?—military Special Patrol Group. He repeated the falsehoods of John Brown
at:

“Membe_rs of the Rastafarian movement were a threat to the order of the
community, that they had scant respect for the law of the land and had no
compunction fpr_ breaking it. Theft and robbery were their principal
methods of gaining income, they preached peace and love ver practised

violence and generally constituted a hazard 1 ]
. 0 the community — an
which had to be checked.” * ¥ @ one

Cashmore’s work was one more piece of ammunition in the battle between the
State and black workers in which the sociology of race relations proved to be an
important weapon. However, the sociology was not needed to justify the police
practices against black people, for the police had effected practices against black
people which led to the arrest of many blacks, and not simply those who fell foul
of th_e law. Numerous studies have outlined the consistent pattern of policing i

relation to the black communities manifest in: ; e

(a) police overmanning black events;
(b) pol_ice raids on black clubs and meeting places;
(c) Pohce concentration in predominantly black loéaﬁties including:
({.) the operation of special squads and : .
g;l;)d the operations whose pretext is to apprehend a particular offender;

(d) information gathering and surveillance. *

Police p}‘ocedures for the arrest, detention and interrogation of black people
were pamcu.layly notorious, and the stopping and searching of blacks in
mainland Britain was complemented by trial runs of the Special Air Service
(SAS) of how to seal off black communities. British policemen were learnin
from their South African counterparts in declaring certain areas ‘no go areas’ fo%
PIEZZI: Eoutl}s. They had to await the Nationality Bill for the British version of

aws’.

* U 3 ¥ .
mfe?g;r &t,ec‘txon 4 of the 1824 ngra{noy Act,‘the police arrested a large number of black youths under the part
et ‘;egt,riod s];;.spected. persons émtfizrmg with intent to commit an offence’. People arrested under this Act could
cd by a magistrate and all that was required for a conviction wa; i i
st s the evidence of two police officers tha
the accused acted suspiciously on two separate occasions, which needed only be minutes apart. I;\'Iore than 40% o;'

those arrested and impri d i ! ]
o 1979;')::13011& under this Act were black youths. See Police Against Black People, Race and Class
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The combined efforts of the Special Branch, the Special Patrol Group and the
Immigration Intelligence Unit kept up the idea that blacks and Rastas were
criminals by going out and arresting large numbers of black people, reinforcing
the idea that areas like Chapeltown (Leeds), Brixton (London) and Handsworth
were areas of high crime rate. It is only in Brixton that the links between the
police and the white sociologists can compare with the work done in
Handsworth. Periodic SPG invasions and drug busts were usually followed up
by press reports on the need to control crime, and then social commentaries on
«Police and Thieves on the Streets of Brixton”. * These sociologists support
the para-military assaults against the black community and Rastafari, saying:

“For too many black adolescents growing up in the slums of Br}itain and
the Caribbean, crime is about the only freedom they have left!

D. Dodd pointed to the ‘emergence of a black street sub-culture in working
class slums’ in British cities within which there is meaning in music, there is
meaning in ganja and there is meaning in crime. * Like the police inspectors
who declared that black music induced terrorism, the researchers linked reggae
music to criminality. Scores of young students in the universities followed the
lead of Cashmore and Brown in their studies of the Rasta, instead of researching
the State institutions which oppress blacks and Rastas alike — institutions such
as the prison system, the mental hospitals and the courts.

Blacks, Rastas and the Prisons

It was inevitable given the sociological police stamp of criminality that a high
proportion of black youths and Rastafarians would end up behind bars. Britain,
with the highest prison population in Europe, has followed the same path of
racist repression as the United States of America and South Africa — both
societies well-known for anti-black histories.

By the end of 1980 in Britain the “number of black people in prison was 17%
of the overall prison population and over 36% of the young prisoners are
blacks”. ¥ Because figures from the Home Office on the number of blacks are
not publicly available it is only when the information is leaked to organisations
like Radical Alternatives to Prison that the black community understand the
alarming numbers of black males in prisons and remand centres. The
Abolitionist of Spring 1981 commented that:

“given that the total black population in Britain makes up only 3-4
percent of the population, black people are almost 5 times as likely 1o be
imprisoned as whites.”

Britain’s record in 1980 was worse than the United States, for while blacks
comprised more than 20% of the population in the USA and 60% of the prison
population, in the UK blacks were 3% of the whole population but 17% of the
prison population. Black youths wearing the symbols of Rastafari who were
incarcerated suffered the additional problem of having their locks forcibly cut,
with those who resisted being dubbed as ‘schizophrenic’ and placed in mental
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institutions.

Locked in the Victorian structures called prisons, the young blacks and
Rastgfari came face to face with one of the crudest arms of the State, the Prison
Service; and as in the USA, many became politicised, through the Black
Prisoners Liberation Front, as they confronted racist prison officers. Prison
officers in the UK have not hidden their open allegiance to the proto-fascist
organisations such as the National Front, and these officers took pleasure in
cutting the locks of the Rastas, or refusing to acknowledge their demand for
special dietary considerations consistent with their adherence to Rastafari
beliefs.

Frequent protests from inmates brought the problem of incarcerated Rastas
to the wider society, but the State refused to acknowledge that there should be
any special considerations for Rastas. While John Brown was in the midst of
carrying out his research in Handsworth, the British State consulted the
Jamaican State in the form of the Jamaican High Commission in London on
whether to accede to the Rastas’ demands that they should not be fed pork.
TheSf_: diplomatic representatives, carrying the same anti-Rasta bias of the
Jamaican ruling class, concurred with the Home Office that Rastas should not
be given any special considerations under prison rules.

_A throughly racist document prepared in consultation with the Jamaican
High Commission emanated as “Circular Instructions To All Prison Depart-
ments ~ 6/1976” — informing prison officers that Rastafari could not be
registered as a religion for the purposes of section 10 (5) of the Prison Act 1952
and rule 10 of the Prison Rules 1964. It instructed that: |

“I n support of a request to be allowed to wear hair long, an inmate may
claim he belongs to the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. It has been
conﬁmed with the resident priests of the church that long hair is not a
requirement and governors may therefore require hatr to be cut.””

Reljeu::ting the claims of the Rastafari because “‘there is no central organisation of
religious authority”, the prison officers forcibly cut the hair of the Rastafari
brethren > and this practice was only halted after the incessant protests from the
Black Prisoners Welfare Scheme (BPWS).

S(_)me of the Rastafarians who objected to having their symbol of black pride
forcibly shorn were placed in mental institutions. The well-publicised case of
Steve Thompson in 1980 exposed how Rastas who were fully mentally alert were
placed in the notoricus mental institutions of Rampton, Broadmoor, Moss Side
and Park Lane. Steve Thompson was committed under Section 72 of the Mental
Hlealth Act, and it was only the concerted action of the BPWS which led to his
release.

That the weapon of psychiatry was being used increasingly against black
youths and Rastafari was confirmed in 1981, when Dr. Aggrey Burke wrote in
Mind Out magazine that:

“blaf:k working c_lass people are in far greater danger of being compulsorily
admitted 10 hospital under a special section of the Mental Health Act and
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sometimes repatriated.””

Perfectly normal blacks and Rastafarians have been diagnosed as schizophrenic
by white psychiatrists, and the black community is not organised to challenge
this effort to call Rastas mad. Learning from the Jamaican State, which first
placed Leonard Howell in a mental asylum for his proclamation of black
nationalism, the British State were now using the centres of brutality, such as
Rampton, to coerce Rastafari. Even the organ of the bourgeoisie, The Times
newspaper, attested to this effort when it acknowledged in 1981 that *“some
doctors regarded Rastafarianism as a sign of personality disorder”." The area of
mental health remains the least developed area of modern medicine, and this
stamp did indeed condemn some youths to a life of mental instability.

Rasta and the Challenge of the Crisis

The economic and social crisis of Britain confronts the black population at the
level of the State, and has been most sharply expressed in the treatment of the
Rastafari. Black people were being challenged by every institution of the
society, the police, the prisons, the educational apparatus, the ideological
apparatus, the judiciary and the trade union bureaucracy. What was clear was
that no amount of local authority grants nor adjustment could change this
situation, and that for the whole population the coercive apparatus of the social
democratic State had to be replaced with a new set of institutions which
reflected the racial composition of the society, while at the same time laying the
basis for ending the long history of exploitation.

Such a task required the full mobilisation of working people in confrontation
with the capitalist class, which had sought protection from the supra-national
European Economic Community (EEC). However, with the organised working

class tied to the consumer ideology, and the Left dogged by ideological

differences, black people and the Rasta bore the brunt of the crisis.

Small groups of blacks — organised in political groups, women’s groups, the
prison welfare scheme, church groups and parents’ associations — responded to
the crisis with a holding action, exposing the police excesses carried out during
the para-military invasions by the Special Patrol Group, campaigning against
‘SUS’ laws, and fighting the racists of the National Front, while spreading
internationalism by identifying positively with the struggles in Southern Africa.

For the most politically aware Rastas, the struggles in Africa were followed
eagerly, and they looked favourably at the transition of Bob Marley, who moved
from singing Exodus to supporting the struggles of African Freedom Fighters in
Zimbabwe. At all stages the State sought to coopt the more articulate sections of
Rastafari and the larger black community, through which the race relations
industry blossomed under the umbrella of the Commission for Racial Equality.

Efforts by the State to coopt those Rastas whom they did not imprison could
be measured by the Rastafari groups which were allocated grants through the
Inner City Partnerships or those schemes which aimed at pacification. It was in
Handsworth, Birmingham, that some misguided Rastas sought to persuade
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other brethren to cooperate with the police, who promised assistance in
repatriating them to Africa. The police, along with other race relations ‘experts’,
organised meetings between the Rastas and Home Office. Hence, the majority
of Rastas who did not cooperate with the policing methods were open to police
frame-ups, being picked up on SUS, or being faced with general harassment.

Community policing and the ganja trade were the twin methods of control
adopted by the State, subsequent to the rejection of the Brown/Cashmore
portrayal of the ‘criminalised Dreads’. Perceiving the confusion of those who
insisted on speaking of Haile Selassie, the police in Handsworth invited
Eldridge Cleaver to Birmingham in 1978, to promote another version of
alienation called ‘Born Again’ Christianity.

A clear pattern developed in the society where the police and the State used
their understanding of the strong sentiments of the Rasta movement to foment
confusion among those young people who turned their backs on the society. Not
to be exposed by those political activists who protested against the extensive
police operatien, the police began to promise finance to certain sound systems,
adding this activity to their already wide range of seduction, which included
organising discos, youth clubs, football matches, camping trips and an annual
festival.*

Effective and organised opposition among the Rastas to this police tactic was
circumscribed by those Rasta organs which insisted on directing the youths
towards daily reading of the bible instead of towards the pressing question of
State harassment; and those Rastafari who published their ideas compounded
the general lack of awareness about Africa with the kind of mystification and
idealism characteristic of the separation between ideals and practice.

While leaders of RAM in Birmingham met with the Home Office to discuss
repatriation movements — rekindling the possibilities of the joint repatriation
used to repatriate black people in 1786 — the widely circulated paper of the
Rastafari Universal Zion (RUZ), Voice of Rasta, abounded with erroneous
comments on African history, and called on black youths to turn their backs on
the political struggle in England for the promise of repatriation. Voice of Rasta,
the monthly organ of RUZ, focussed on the questions of the divinity of Selassie,
of the sectarian doctrinal differences with the Twelve Tribes of Israel, and of
support for Idi Amin in Uganda.*

Following the lead of the black nationalists, whose ‘bible’ was Chancellor
Williams’ unscientific The Destruction of Black Civilisation, Voice of Rasta
created more confusion, while seducing youths with their own pacification
schemes. The pages of this newspaper were devoid of concern for those
Rastafari who were in prison, those who were being placed in mental hospitals,
those youths who were being harassed on the streets by the police.

Instead, the paper tried to recast visions of old African empires, promoting
black business and forgetting the innumerable struggles facing the black
community. The theological questions which were debated in the pages of the
newspaper were a general reflection of the crisis of the Rastafari movement in
the UK, a crisis which"was reflected even in the interpersonal relationships
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between Rasta men and women.

Rastafari Women

Some of the negative ideas of the Rastafari philosophy are most clear.ly
expressed in their treatment of women. However, the problems of inequality
between Rasta men and women reflect part of the wider problem of the
inequality between the sexes in present capitalist societies and the triple
oppression of sex, race and class faced by black women.

Although some Rasta men view the equality of women as important, many
continue to treat their women with some of the shabby practices generated by
the frustration and anxiety of exploitation. Inevitably, the biblical justification is
used, as in the case of the separation of women from men during menstrugtio_n.
Quoting Leviticus, some Rastas fall back on the social practices of pre-capitalist
societies to justify their social relations with women.

It is those Rasta brethren in Jamaica who have striven to rise above the legacy
of unequal divisions of labour in the family who have taken the lead in extolling
those women such as Queen Nzinga, Sojourner Truth, Harriet Tubman, Amy
Jaques Garvey, Josina Machel, and Angela Davis, and other black women who
have exhibited attributes of discipline and courage in the liberation struggle.
These brethren have denounced the Anglo-American culture which glorifies sex
and violence and exposed the insecurity of those who have made sex a
commodity.

Rasta women have had to cope with some of the frustrations and desolation
caused not only by chauvinist men, but by the State’s incarceration of an
inordinate number of young Rasta men. While struggling to maintain a sense of
dignity and decorum, Rasta women have had to grapple with mistreatment, at
the same time ensuring that there was no deepening rift between Rasta men and
women. _

Though there were no overt signs of striving Rasta women in Britain in the
early days, in other parts of the Rasta world some young women -be':gan to
combat the negative ideas about women in reggae music. Recognising the
importance of reggae music in communication between Rastas, researchf_zr
Makeda Silvera travelled to Jamaica to speak to those reggae artists who still
sang degrading songs about women."

Black women have developed organisations to address some of the problems
of black women, but they have increasingly found it necessary to distance
themselves from those feminists who reinforce racist myths about black men
being rapists. Those who babble feminist slogans and generalise about the
sexism of Rasta are a far cry from the courage and strength of Angela Davis,
who combines her analysis of the exploitation of black women with the whole
problem of racism, showing how the rape charge in the US was indiscriminately
used against black men.* .

Equally significant is the quest by Rasta women and black women to dxst‘ance
themselves from those women such as Viola Burnham, the wife of the President
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of Guyana, who speak on Women’s Liberation at international meetings but
who derive their legitimacy from the position of their man, thus reinforcing the
notion of the inferiority of women.

To be sure, Rastamen need to be liberated from the myths about women and
the vestiges of inequalities in the family, but in their day-to-day life they decry
the impoverished condition of a Babylonian culture where sexual alienation and
the pornography industry of the advanced capitalist countries have turned
orgasms into a commodity. Rasta women are part of the resistance to the
powerful tendencies of capitalism to shape women into mindless consumers,
and while this resistance is in the main passive, other organised sections of the
black women’s movement in England have begun to struggle against those
medical experiments which are carried out on black women.

The much publicised virginity tests carried out by the Home Office on Asian
women is only one of the many tests being carried out on non-white women. In
England, doctors have been experimenting on black women with the contracep-
tive injection Depo Provera, without telling them of the side-effects — of the risk
of cancer in the cervix and the lining of the womb, and of the malformation of
the foetus in women who are already pregnant when given the injection.™
Conscious and organised black women have exposed the racism in the health
service as part of the general struggles of the black masses.

Whither Rasta? From cultural resistance to organised resistance

Cabral’s admonition on the need to condemn the regressive elements of a
cultural force became urgent in England as the authoritarian State employed the
carrot and the stick in their reaction to the social force called Rasta. But because
the State could not plan class struggle or permanently impose those ‘leaders’
who competed for local authority grants, and acted as liaison officers, the
cultural resistance embodied in reggae music acted as the main source of
information and inspiration.

Like the neighbourhood sound systems of urban working class Jamaicans, in
the principal black communities of England the sound system movement
developed as a popular institution, usually under Rastafari leadership. So
important were the sound men like Sir Coxsone, Jah Shaka, Farman Hi Fi,
Soprano B, Quaker City and others, that when the pacifiers in Birmingham
attempted to control Rastas, they undertook to finance their own sound
systems.

Coinciding with the development of the sound system, a unique reggae sound
was developing in Britain, with bands such as Steel Pulse, Reggae Regulars,
Misty, Matumbi, Aswad, Black Slate, Amba and the Cimarons. These bands
carried the culture of resistance to their concerts and were prominent in the
cultural presentations of the Anti-Nazi League. Reggae culture in the UK was
part of the embryo of the diversified culture of a non-racial Britain.

No effort by the State to control Rasta could control reggae; so there was a
direct plan by the police to break up blues dances by using the practice of
measuring noise levels. A Conservative Member of Parliament gave public
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support to the police raids on black people’s cultural events by declaring that
‘black people’s parties were a source of nuisance’. Seeking to create scapegoats
for the rising uniemployment and unabating economic crisis, the Prime Minister
declared that British communities were ‘being swamped by’ black people.

These statements gave open support to the racists of the National Front and
their supporters in the Special Patrol Group, who went on to kill the anti-racist
demonstrator, Blair Peach.” Even though the State exonerated the murderers of
Blair Peach, two separate inquiries exposed the racism of the police, especially
the SPG. One of the officers of the SPG who was on duty when Blair Peach was
killed had in his house:

“A leadweighted plaited leather-covered stick, Nagzi regalia, bavonels,
German awards and medals from World War I and 11, daggers, whips,
and swords. Weapons fascinated him and he collected siamps.”™

Armed racists in the SPG were supplemented by the armed racists of the British
Movement, Column 88, and the right-wing movements who were determined to
Keep Britain White. At the end of 1980 the tensions ignited by the State were
fanned by the media, which complained of a noisy 10-day party held by black
youths in Birmingham. The impression given by the police reports, the radio
and the television was similar to the essays by the police inspector which said
that reggae was an ‘inspiration to terrorism’.

Reggae culture served as an antidote to the culture of domination which is
embodied in the glossiness of the empty lives shown on Dallas and other such
television programmes. Reggae culture was under attack as part of the wider
assault on the non-white population, from the published recommendations of
the Royal Commission on Criminal Procedure to the passing of the Nationality
Act. This Act promises the spectre of another forced repatriation, by laving the
basis for different categories of citizenship which would render two million non-
whites stateless.

Those Rasta organs which were calling for repatriation now had to decide
whether they were going to go to Africa by their own will, or give succour to
those racists who wanted to repatriate all non-white peoples.* Those Rastas who
were meeting the Home Office and calling for repatriation did not understand
the full meaning of this Act to black people, nor did those who arranged the
meeting tell them that already the Home Office was repatriating non-white
peoples under Section 29 of the 1971 Immigration Act.

*Ernest Cashmore had perceived this in his study of the Rastafari, and his chapter on “The Spell of Africa”
presented those sociological code words which could in future support a racist project of repatriation. Repatriation
remained a strong sentiment among many black workers who were becoming of pensionable age, but once a group
of blacks acquiesced to the racist schemes, there would be no way to distinguish who wanted to go and who wanted
to stay. This was the case of the 1786 deportation when a perfectly humanitarian scheme by the anti-slavery leader,
Granville Sharp, was 1aken over by racists.
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The New Cross Massacre and Uprisings

This then was the political climate in which Rastas and the black working class
were roused from their stupor by the New Cross Massacre, in January 1981.
The death of 13 black children had taken place when they were having a party at
their home at 439 New Cross Road, London. It took the tragedy of the massacre
to stir the mass of black people to action in a massive protest march on March 2,
1981."

The coalition of black people who formed the New Cross Action Committee
carried the horrific story of the massacre and the police cover-up to all corners of
the society, exposing the media/police project to blame the victims of the
massacre for the fire. Police officers had by-passed the racists who had written
letters declaring how happy they were to see the “niggers going up in flames”.
Some Rastas joined the march, playing the role of drumming and chanting
during the eight-hour march of protest and confrontation,

The parallels between the early Rasta of Jamaica in 1938 and the Rasta
movement in England at the end of 1980 are tempting, but while the society of
Jamaica was stirred by a general mobilisation of the working class, in England
the Left and the organised working class movement had remained silent on the
racist murders of black people. Linton Kwesi Johnson, the reggae poet, in a way
articulated the sentiments of black people when he spoke of the fact that it was
black people who were riding the storm:

“mek dem gwaan
now it calm
but a wi who haffi really ride di staam

wat a cheek
dem t’ink wi meek
an’ wi can’t speak up fi wi self

wat a cheek
dem t’ink wi weak
an’ wi can’t stan up pan wi feet

but mek dem gwaan
now it calm
far in di en’ is wi who haffi ride di staam

di SWP can’t set wi free

di IMG can’t dhu it fi wi

di Communist Pawty, cho, dem too awty-fawty
an’ di laybahrites dem naw goh fite fi wi rites

so mek dem gwaan
now it calm
but a wi who haffi really ride di staam

di CRE can’t set wi free
di TUC can’t dhu it fi wi
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di Liberal Pawty dem is nat very hawty
and di Tory Pawty a noh fi wi pawty

mek dem gwaan
now it calm
an’ in di en’ is wi who haffi ride di staam”*

Linton Kwesi Johnson, who had found it necessary to distance himself from
those Rastas who insisted upon reading the bible, was in his poetry helping to
instil the confidence in black people necessary to fight back. The Black People’s
Day of Action in March had stirred the black population to recognise the links
between the murders in El Salvador and in Atlanta, and the South African
bombings of Angola and Mozambique.

Cultural resistance, which had flowed from the Rasta movement, and served
to strengthen the resolve of the youths, was being challenged, for the attacks on
the black community called for the forging of concrete links between black
political groups so that they could rise above the factionalism and sectarianism
which had spread after the Mangrove trials. But the struggle in Britain was not
waiting for the kind of organisation, discipline and ideology which was
necessary, for as the crisis deepened, with three million unemployed, the police
— with their terrorist invasions of black neighbourhoods — had precipitated a
major uprising in Britain in 1981.

Uprising in 1981

Black youths made history in Britain in July 1981 when they confronted the
agents of repression and took the lead in accelerating the class struggle in a way
which had not been seen on this island since the revolution of the 17th century.
For two weeks in July 1981 these youths fought battles which were described by
one police chief as ‘urban guerilla warfare’, as the prolonged nocturnal
confrontations on the streets exposed the pent-up anger of black people and
their allies.

In the process of this rebellion, the youths took the lead in beating back the
organised racists, and made a fundamental break with the century-old
compromise of social democratic appeasement and bribery. At the same time
they engendered a new multi-racial unity, showing that multi-racialism cannot
be legislated for but must spring from the struggles of the Asian, black and
white working people. The developments came from pure spontaneous revolt,
and yet the labour movement remained silent as the State responded with CS
gas, water cannons, rubber bullets and the opening up of military camps for the
black freedom fighters.

* Taken from “Independent Intavenshan,” poem by Linton Kwesi Johnson, I'nglan is @ Bitch, Linton Kwesi
Johnson, Race Today Publications, 1980.
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Brixton, in South London, had led the way for the resolve of ‘Come What
May We’re Here To Stay’; and ‘Blood A Go Run If Justice No Come’, which
had been the cry of the Black People’s Day of Action, was turned into action in
April when for three nights the people fought a police invasion called Swamp 81,
an invasion which stopped and searched 1,000 persons in one week.”

The Brixton Uprising, coming a year after a major revolt in Bristol, had
pointed the direction for other black youths who had assured their white
neighbours that they were not racially intolerant, but that they would fight the
police repression which was one indicator of the militarist ideology of the
political leaders. Black youths had thwarted the national contingency plans of
the militarists, who, after Bristol 1980, had drawn up a ‘national’ aid exercise to
see how quickly police support units could come to the aid of the other forces.

These youths were leading the struggle against the monetarists/militarists
who supported the deployment of the capitalist bomb, the neutron bomb, and
would spend £6 million on Trident Nuclear missiles, while old people died of
the cold and the social stock of the society deteriorated beyond repair.

Asian youths in Southall took their own stand against the invasion of their
community by skinheads who were urged on to racist violence by the music of
repression, which was the culture of the racists. Ignoring the police and
sociological advice that they should be afraid of the Westindian robbers and
muggers,™ a new spirit of cooperation was founded between Asian and
Westindian youths as they drove the racists out of their community.

This Westindian-Asian unity was a valid testament of the future unity of the
working class in Britain, and this unity was even more valid because it was
created in struggle. Meanwhile, the unity of the oppressors was exposed by the
skinheads’ use of police truncheons and riotshields when the police arrived to
assist the invaders.

The battle of Southall on July 3, 1981 threw further panic into the operations
of national contingency policing, for simultaneous and spontaneous revolts
erupted that same evening in Liverpool, where the black poor defended their
right to own means of transport and not to be suspected of stealing every article
in their possession. Liverpool 8, called Toxteth — the concentration of blacks a
stone’s throw from the infamous Merseyside slave docks — stood out for its levels
of substandard housing and for its level of unemployment — reaching 50% of the
workforce.

It was in Liverpool that the black and white residents had come together in a
new unity, which did not allow the media, the police, nor the right-wing room
to whip up racist sentiments. Unity was amply demonstrated by the resolve of
the youths to fight the police and to burn down the symbols of racial
discrimination in their midst. When the police reinforcements from Manchester
and other areas could not defeat the youths, the police resorted to using CS gas,
water cannons and the failed technology of repression which had become
commonplace on the streets of colonial Ireland.

Before the State could survey the damage and produce the water cannons,
Manchester erupted, creating logistical problems for the police and military,
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whose forward planning scenario of ‘Low Intensity Operations’ had not foreseen
that the uprising would be so national in scope. It was in Manchester that the
SAS had carried out practice runs of how to seal off black neighbourhoods, for
the black workers of Moss Side were concentrated in an architectural
monstrosity designed for effective military control.

However, the scenario planners of community policing and the SAS, who
were attempting to seal off communities,did not expect the levels of organisation
and ingenuity from the black youths and their allies. The police were frightened
by the frontal attack of the youths, who stormed the Moss Side police station to
“set prisoners free”’. The frontal attack abated, again only after reinforcements
were rushed in to support the brutal reaction of the Manchester police. Doctors
who treated the injured in Manchester said that they had never before treated
such injuries in peacetime.

Police brutality did not stop the black tide of resistance, for the whole society
woke up every morning to the news that other centres of oppression had gone up
in flames. Wolverhampton, Leeds, Birmingham, Leicester, Southampton,
Newecastle, Hull, and different parts of London (Brixton, Wood Green,
Battersea, Dalston and Notting Hill) all erupted, while white youths from
Newcastle, who were just as tired of the emptiness of unemployment and the
alienation of ‘space invaders’ machines, joined blacks in the ten days which
shook the ruling class of Britain.

While the liberal establishment hoped to stir the Conservative leadership to
revitalise the social democratic answer of more grants, instead of tackling the
fundamental problem, the State responded to the uprising with the long
experience of colonial terrorism. To augment the CS gas canisters and water
cannons, the police were issued with armoured cars, and military camps were
opened to facilitate the mass arrests which were being contemplated. The short-
sighted leadership of the labour movement, steeped in the economism of wage
increases, did not realise that the camps could in future be used against militant
workers.

Black vouths on the streets, though unorganised and facing daily repression,
demonstrated amazing bravery and ingenuity. Numerous episodes could be
recounted to show how the spirit of resistance of the slaves remains alive in the
streets of England. The theoreticians of human subjugation could not
understand the ferocity of those youths in Wolverhampton who stormed the
magistrates courts to free the arrested youths; of those brave youths in Moss
Side who seized the police stations; of those in Brixton who formed barricades
and cut in on police radios to divert them so that they could make frontal attacks
on the citadels of ‘Babylon’. For these youths had the words of Marley ringing
in their ears: “Let The Prisoners Free”. It needed the lessons of the Paris
Commune of 1871 for them to take the lead towards not just fire and looting,
but storming and seizing the State. This had to await the stirring of the
organised working class.

Even if the rebellion was short-lived, they created a new political situation.
The police liaison project which integrated false Dreads and hustlers into the




206 Rasta and Resistance

ganja/informer network crumbled in the black communities. Nowhere was this
more evident than in Handsworth, Birmingham, where the police superinten-
dent ally of the false Dreads was stoned. Not even a rearguard appeal for
support in Police Review, 31 July 1981, orchestrated by his spokesperson, John
Brown, could save his experiment.

The military planners had taken the upper hand, for colonial terrorism was
about to come home to roost. The Home Office had invited the South African
police to learn how to carry out similar projects in Soweto, but now it was the
turn for the British police to learn from their South African brothers.

Ovwert and covert military cooperation between the British and the South
African State were to show the Rastas very clearly that they could contribute to
the African liberation struggle by fighting British imperialism in the streets and
towns, helping to lift Europe out of its history of racism. The struggle in South
Africa challenged humanity with the future of either socialism or barbarity.

Conclusion

As in 1938 in Jamaica, the ideological questions of Rasta took second place to
the concrete struggles of the people. Rasta philosophy — which had been
ritualised into a religious form in Britain — though giving some confidence to
meet the cultural onslaught of the society, could not assist the struggles of the
people. No longer was Ethiopia serving as a positive external reference point,
for the early anti-fascist Haile Selassie had matured into a despotic monarch
whom the people had had to remove from the Imperial Throne.

The Black People’s Day of Action had carried forward the more progressive
Rastafarians who joined the march and the ensuing uprisings. Rastas who
marched under the slogans “Come What May We’re Here to Stay” and “Blood
A Go Run If Justice No Come” were affirming their rights to live and struggle in
Britain for a non-racial society, free from exploitation.

It remained the right of Rastas or black people to repatriate to Africa or the
Caribbean, but Rastas were being challenged to change their call to liberation not
repairiation in the face of those racists who wanted to deport blacks wholesale.
Moreover, the concrete example of the settlement at Shashamane, Ethiopia,
demonstrated that those who laboured under negative ideas in Europe or the
Caribbean would carry those ideas to Africa. This question is explored in the
next chapter, along with the way in which the heightened struggles in Southern
Africa were calling on the Rasta in Britain and Europe to consider the words of
Peter Tosh: “We Must Fight Against Apartheid.”

The uprisings had foreshadowed the need to illuminate the social realities of
Europe and Africa with a perspective that was not only anti-racist but also anti-
capitalist. Out of the spontaneous struggles, positive aspects of political life were
emerging, for the repression pushed political groups to define strategies for
collecting the various grievances that represent the interests of the mass of the
exploited. In the long run, to define the major contradictions and to unite black
and white workers around these contradictions, the Rastas were being called
upon to join the struggle.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Repatriation and Rastafari, the Ethiopian Revolution and the
Settlement in Shashamane

Back to Africa

From the outset of capture in Africa, the African slaves were determined to go
back to the land of their forefathers — a determination which was expressed in
many manners, most overtly in songs of freedom. These songs were often the
deepest expressions of memory — a racial memory. Racial consciousness became
linked to the idea of Africa in differing forms, whether in the form of support
for the cause of African liberation or the longing for Africa, which was
translated by those who physically returned to reside in Africa.

Back To Africa as a philosophy among Africans in the West is as old an idea as
slavery. The history of humiliation and dehumanisation in the West deepened
the longing for a place in the world to which blacks could turn. The return to
Africa — called Repatriation — meant that those who returned took the values that
they had internalised in captivity with them to Africa, and nowhere was this
better expressed than in Liberia, where some of those who escaped bondage in
America and the Westindies in the 18th century imposed a conception of race
consciousness which allowed room for racists in England to use the idea of
repatriation to deport hundreds of blacks from England. The conception of
repatriation proved compatible with the ideas of humanitarians, black national-
ists and segregationists, and in 20th century England, with some Rastas and the
British State.

The elements from the Rastafari movement in England who have met with
the State, calling for repatriation, would do well to study the historical record;
for in the consciousness of the British ruling class, the solution to the ‘race
problem’ would be to repeat the 1786 scheme of rounding up black people and
‘repatriating’ them anywhere, as long as it was outside Britain. The lessons of
the unity of positive and negative ideas in the history of repatriation becomes
more urgent as the struggles in Ethiopia force Rastas in Shashamane (Ethiopia)
to come to terms with the realities of the search for social change, or to continue
to insult their neighbours by putting up pictures of Haile Selassie in their
homes.

It remains the right of any black person o repatriate to Africa but this individual,
or even collective, right should never be allowed to be used against the
overwhelming majority of black people who want to struggle and change the
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society they live in, whether it is in Brazil, the UJSA, Jamaica, Gr.enada, the
United Kingdom, or France. Moreover, the struggles in Africa should
encourage Rastas to conceptualise the problems of Pan-Africanism as forging
links with social groups, progressive groups, so that they can break the old
preoccupation with kings, empires and dynasties.

Pan-Africanism, in the era of socialism and national liberation, must seek to
develop an anti-capitalist and anti-imperialist perspective, one that. speaks to the
oppression of all people. If this is not pursued, then those Rastafari who go bapk
to Africa will find themselves beach-heads for imperialism, as happened with
the Liberian project. Three concrete experiences of repatriation will now be
analysed in light of these considerations: (1) the Sierra Leone Experience, (ii) the
Liberian Experience, and (iii) the Shashamane Experience.

The Slaves and the Concept of Repatriation

When the slaves saw the length of the journey across ‘the great river’ (the
Atlantic Ocean), they realised the difficulties they would have in trying to
escape and return to Africa; and many slaves unsuccessfully attempted to .seize
ships in mid-ocean to return to Africa. The successful seizure of the Amzsmd,
leading to the legal struggles by slaves to reach Africa, is but one .episode in lthe
long history of the struggles of African peoples in the West. During the period
of captivity, despite the brutality of the masters, the slave was never totally
subdued, manifesting differing forms of resistance, whether individual acts of
resistance — such as refusing to work; or collective acts — such as rebellions.

Frequent rebellions and revolts by the Africans led to a high death rate among
the slaves, on the whole a courageous people who did not fear death. To
considerable numbers of Africans, death was merely another phase in the life
cycle, and the funeral arrangements were designed to assure a safe journey for
the deceased back to the land of their forefathers.

Orlando Patterson, in his book on Slavery in Famaica, quoted the records of
slave masters who observed the funeral rites of slaves, noting the belief in “a
return to Africa after death,” claiming that:

“they took on death as a blessing. ... are guite transported to think that
their slavery is near an end, and that they shall revisit their old friends
and acquaintances.”’

Funeral rites were accordingly a jovial and festive occasion, for the friends
and family wished the deceased a safe journey to Africa. A meal was prepared
for the departed and after the grave was filled up, “they placed a soup at the
head and a bottle of rum at the feet.” The slave master who observed the
proceedings in the 17th century attested to the screams, which were not tlhe
“effect of Grief but of Joy; they beart their wooden Drums, and the women with
their Rattles made a hideous noise.” This drumming and noise was the joy
expressed by those Africans who believed that on death they were joining their
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ancestors.*

As generations of Africans lived in Jamaica, the belief in the actual return to
Africa subsided and the family plot became the symbol of the link with the
ancestors; so much so that when slavery was abolished and the planters saw this
important attachment to the burial plot, they attempted to tax the ancestral
burial grounds in Jamaica in their efforts to keep the ex-slaves tied to the
plantations. But some slaves never forgot their wish to return to Africa before
reaching the spirit world, and the Maroons, who were sent to Nova Scotia after
the Second Maroon War, literally fought their way back to Africa — the first
Jamaicans to be repairiated to the continent of Africa.

The Sierra Leone Scheme

The first settlement of blacks from outside Africa in Sierra Leone, which the
Maroons joined from Nova Scotia, were in the main black people who had been
gathered up in England and ‘dumped’ in Sierra Leone in 1787. After the
American War of Independence in 1783, the black community in England was
increased after thousands of black soldiers and sailors, who had fought for the
British in the American War of Independence, took up residence in Britain —
primarily in London.

The British army, having found the blacks useful as frontline soldiers in their
war, settled the blacks in London; but no sooner had they been demobilised
than there was a public uproar over their presence. As noted in the last chapter,
without jobs, proper housing or welfare, the black people joined the ranks of the
London poor, eliciting hostile treatment from the ruling class.

Edward Long, a planter from Jamaica, wrote a pamphlet in 1772, prior to the
demobilisation, saying that:

“the public good of this Kingdom requires that some restraints should be
laid on the unnatural increase of blacks imported o it.”

With language similar to that of Enoch Powell in 1968, and of the newspapers of
the British Movement in 1980, the pamphlet warned the population of the
potential threat of miscegenation.>

Black people were blamed for every social evil visited upon England, leading
to suggestions that black people should be ‘dumped’ outside of England,
whether it was in the Bahamas, Gambia or Sierra Leone. The Committee for the
Black Poor, the eighteenth century equivalent of the present-day Commission
for Racial Equality, entertained plans by the Government to remove blacks,
while they dispensed with the funds from the Treasury to maintain the ex-
soldiers. The daily assembling at Mile End and Paddington for food was the
instrument for the capture and forced expulsion of these blacks from England.

Granville Sharp, the anti-slavery activist, had considered the possibility of
alleviating the problem of the misery of London blacks by supporting the

*Such a belief is still present today where urbanised Africans insist on being buried in their village so that they can
rejoin their ancestors.
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voluntary return of those who wanted to return to Afric;l. Sharp and his
supporters, while embarking on a humanitarian scheme, mtendef:l t_hat the
settlement would show that free capitalist relations could replace capitalist slave
relations on the West African Coast. Conceptualised as the alternative to
slavery, where the trade in commodities was replaced by the trade in hu'm_an
flesh, the humanitarians found their scheme actively supported by the British
Treasury — which saw that this scheme would rid London of the blacks. F.
Shyllon, who documented the convergence of purpose between the State and
the anti-slavery activists, said:

“the Government sanctioned the payment of public money for the
repatriaiion of the black poor, and pending their deportarion, payment of
public funds for their maintenance. In all, the quemment granted
£40,562.10d “for the maintenance, clothing and carrying of Free Blacks
to Africa.” The Government’s eagerness to get the blacks out of r_he country
cut through Whitehall's red tape at every stage of the proceedings.””

Rastafari in Britain who march in Birmingham for repatriation can learn a lot
from Shyllon’s documentation of how the British went through. the streets of
London, picking up black people to put on the boat to A_fri.ca, irrespective of
whether they wanted to go to Africa or to remain in Britain. There were of
course a number of Africans who were willing to go back to start a settl;ment,
but the vast majority were unwilling to be ‘dumped’ in Africa without
protection. Not that they did not want to go home, but slavery still raged on the
West African Coast and they faced the prospect of recapture into the slave tra('le.

The slaving interests on the West Coast were opposed to settlement, but with
the support of the British State, which was urged on by Wilberforce, a Royal
Charter was granted to a company to oversee the interests of the settlers. _The
Sterra Leone Company, established in 1791, became the first of the qefgnm_ls
trading companies which ushered in the transition from slavery to colonialism in
West Africa. By the end of the 18th century, slavery stood in the path of further
accumulation, so Sierra Leone became Africa’s experimental station for the
production of cotton, rice, sugar, tobacco, indigo and other cash crops.

A black dream of freedom had been turned into a nightmare for those forced
to return, and the Sierra Leone settlement became an experin‘_lental colony of
Britain, close to a hundred years before the partitioning of Africa. Subsequent
to the abolition of the slave trade in 1807, the British Navy used Sierra Leone as
the port for returning Africans captured at sea. There was in Si.erra Leone a
level of tranquillity compared to the slave hunts which continued in other parts
of the West Coast of Africa, right up to the middle of the 19th century.

The Liberian Settlement
“The love of liberty brought us here.” Slogan of Americo-Liberians
Liberian history since 1820 is one of the salient examples of the unity of
positive and negative ideas embedded in the ideas of racial consciousness. The
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Liberian colony was founded by blacks from the United States who wanted to
escape the servitude of nascent US capitalists. Between 1820 and 1865
approximately 15,000 black Americans, the largest number of Africans from the
West ever to return to Africa, settled in the area called Liberia, under the
protection of the American State.

Leaving behind the values of slavery, the blacks who searched for freedom in
emigration carried to Africa the values of competition, capitalist accumulation
and individualism, and all the ideas they had internalised in the US. These
emigrants received protection from the US State, because as early as 1817 the
fathers of the American Revolution, agonising over the status of freed slaves
who fought on their side during the American War of Independence, felt that
the only solution was to ‘dump’ them in Africa. The American Colonisation
Society was founded to exert pressure on the freed man to leave the country to
settle in Africa, and the first settlers landed in Liberia in 1815,

The historical record does not show the same element of coercion as the
British scheme of two decades before, but, as in Britain, the vast majority opted

to stay. Some of the leaders of the free blacks in the North rejected the promise
of freedom in Africa, emphasising:

“the determination 1o fight for the emancipation of those still enslaved
rather than to become leaders, after emigration, in some black nation to be
established overseas.”

Many of those who migrated did so under duress, for pressures were placed
upon the freedmen to emigrate, and an agreement to do so was sometimes the
price of freedom (manumission). Among the emigrants were some of the most
energetic and organised black leaders who took their education, skills and
organisation to West Africa, establishing a colony closely modelled on the US
State in all its symbolic manifestations. Declaring themselves to be an
independent republic in 1847, the settlers of Liberia inscribed in their
constitution the principle of repatriation, for Article V Section 13 of the first
free black republic in Africa in the modern era declared that:

“the great object of forming these colonies being to provide a home for the
dispersed and oppressed children of Africa and to regenerate and enlighten
this benighted continent, none but Negroes or persons of colour shall be
admitted to citizenship in this Republic.”

Unfortunately, these emigrants, while taking their skills, did not take their
passion for freedom with them to Africa.

The African population which lived in the hinterland found out that the
modelling of this republic on the US Republic bore similarities in more than just
the symbolic nuances of flag, anthem, officers and monetary system, For
though the settlers did not have the military might to do what the American
pilgrim fathers did to the indigenous American Indian population, those who
escaped slavery in America exploited the indigenous African population; and
nowhere in the republican constitution was it stated whether the aboriginal
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population could be citizens.

These settlers used their ideas and skills to organise a system of production
which compensated the penetration of capitalism into the African continent,
organising a military force to collect taxes, to stamp out unrest; and it was
expected that military detachments would live off the resources of the
communities in which they operated.

These colonisers were not only from the USA, but also from Barbados; the
Barbados Colonisation Society despatched 346 settlers who arrived in 1865. One
Liberian historian, commenting on the significance of this input, said:

“This expedition was notable not only because it brought the first
migration from the West Indies, but also because many of its members
turned out to be among the most industrious and outstanding citizens of
Liberia; including a family, the Barclays, which has produced iwo
presidents of the republic and is still actively engaged in public affairs.””

Whether from the Westindies or the US, the search for human dignity
consistent with repatriation did not extend to the African people; and once in
Africa the backward ideas of racial gradations, ranks and capitalist greed were to
take its toll on the development of this republic. Despite the contradictions,
throughout the 19th century Liberia was an important reference point for blacks
in the West, and individuals made their way to settle there.

One of the most outstanding Pan-Africanists of the 19th century, Edward
Blyden, made his home there, and for the rest of his life championed the cause
of the people of the interior with as much passion as he championed the cause of
the enslaved blacks in the US and the dehumanised blacks of the Caribbean and
South America.* Blyden’s work, while providing part of the inspiration of the
Pan-African cry of the 20th century — ‘African for the Africans’ — could not alter
the course of the established cooperation between the USA and Liberia. The
United States Army approvingly looked on at relations in 1964, saying that:

“there have been American military adwisers in the couniry since
1912... Liberia is the first and, up to 1964, the only African couniry
which has concluded a defence pact with the United States™.’

This treaty was signed in 1942, “after some persuasion when the United States
set up a major air base, communication and transportation facilities”. Growing
US economic penetration of the continent of Africa and the forward military
planning of the USA were temporarily given a blow in 1980 when the Master
Sergeant, Samuel Doe, broke the domination of the Americo-Liberians over the
rest of the Africans in Liberia.

*Because of his opposition to and the way in which he criticised the small ruling class, Blyden came into constant
conflict, leading to his temporary exile into Sierra Leone. He was the ambassador of the Liberian Republic to
Furope, after a chanige of regime, and even though serving the State never relented in his opposition to the way the
indigenous people were treated. As an ambassador, he defended the independent republic before Europeans, but
among many blacks in America he blamed Liberians “for thinking like Americans, for trying to impose concepts
of law and land tenure, and for trying to work the land in the gang system which we learned in America”.*
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Marcus Garvey, Liberia and Repatriation

Marcus Garvey and the UNIA regarded the Liberian Republic as an important
staging ground for their concept of liberation, and from the outset the UNIA
devised a comprehensive and well thought out programme of settlement,
involving technicians, farmers, and craftsmen in Africa. Contrary to the
historians and Marxists who have denigrated the UNIA and Garvey in simplistic
‘back to Africa’ terms, the Garveyites had a clear understanding of the long-
term strategic significance of Africa.

“Garvey saw Africa essentially as the only place where black people
cou{d launch a successful bid for equality with other races and nations.
Africa was the black man’s ancestral home; he was still in a majoriry
there; the continent was rich in natural resources, and with some technical
help from black people in other areas a determined drive for equalizy could
have the best chances of success there. And if the black man became
powerful in Africa this would necessarily raise his status all over the
world... As a means of consolidating its protection for the scattered
members of the race, Garvey envisioned that such a strong African
government should extend citizenship to black people everywhere.”

This message was carried in the internationally popular voice of race
consciousness, the Negro World, and the Garveyites backed up their ideas with
concrete plans of action, firing the imagination of the Line, the shipping
company which would speed up the trading, political and cultural links between
Africa and her dispersed children in the West.

Marcus Garvey and the UNIA, in pursuit of their promise to the 400 million
Africans of the world that they were in the forefront of redeeming the African
continent, despatched a commissioner to Liberia to draw up plans for the
settlement of those who wanted to contribute to the development of Africa. At
the time the other parts of Africa were under colonial rule (except Abyssinia), so
the Garveyites concentrated on attempts to set up a land base in Liberia.
Garvey’s embassy, sensitive to the suffering of the mass of black people in the
West, quickly grasped the contradictions of the Liberian State; and in a secret
report Eli Garcia, the Commissioner, categorised a long list of social ills and
alerted Garvey to the fact that though endowed with natural resources Liberia
was extremely poor due to the lack of enterprise of the ruling Americo-
Liberians.

The Liberian leaders welcomed the propesals of Garvey for a settlement, for
the popular mass organisation of the UNIA was a more powerful institution than
the Liberian State, and they hoped that through their links with this organised
movement, there would be an input of skills and capital into the society.
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Imperialism, however, did not take too kindly to the prospect of an organised
movement such as the UNIA having a foothold in Africa. They perceived
correctly that if Garvey could carry out his promise of settling 14,000 skilled
carpenters, masons, doctors, electricians, nurses and mechanics, not only would
Liberia benefit, but in a short time the UNIA could use the land base in Liberia
to support the embryonic anti-colonial movements elsewhere in Africa.

Britain, France and the USA undertook an elaborate campaign to sabotage the
repatriation of Garveyites, a campaign launched in 1922 when the London-based
imperialist journal African World published Eli Garcia’s secret report to Garvey,
clearly intending to embarrass Garvey and halt the negotiations which were then
going on between the UNIA and the Liberian State. Tony Martin went through
the many steps which Britain and France undertook to pressure the Liberian
State, saying that:

“The leaking of the report, with its unfavourable comments on the
Liberian society and its frank discussion of the UNTA aims in Liberia, in
all likelthood put an end 1o Garvey’s chances of success, even though he
persisted in his efforts for two years more.”

The Liberian News, the newspaper of the Liberian ruling class, responding to
the pressures of the imperialists, reported later that the documents “gave a clear
picture of the revolutionary purposes of the UNIA in Liberia”.” When land
earmarked for the UNIA was taken over by the Firestone Rubber Company,
and the Liberians harassed individuals from the UNIA who were bent on
reaching Africa, the British Governor of Sierra Leone lavished praised on the
President King of Liberia, and the French made him a chevalier of the Legion
of Honour.

Garveyism and Bilbo

At its prime, the UNIA was a formidable nationalist and anti-imperialist
organisation, giving courage to the millions of black workers who were excluded
from white trade unions and those in the colonies who were prevented from
forming workers’ associations. During this period, the mass base of the
organisation ensured that the Garvey scheme of repatriation was a positive idea,
linked to his overall concept of African redemption and liberation.

Racists in the US were always eager to deport blacks from the USA to Africa,
seeking the moral support for this project from ex-Garveyites. In particular, the
racist Senator Theodore Bilbo of Mississippi introduced a bill in the US Senate
in 1939 — the Greater Liberia Bill — proposing to voluntarily repatriate Afro-
Americans to West Africa with assistance from the US Government.

This proposal was invoked during the height of the depression, when Bilbo
knew full well that with Garvey poor and isolated in England, the proposition of
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such a scheme would break the incipient gains of black workers in the US. When
the mass of black workers saw the imprisonment of Garvey, they had redoubled
their efforts to fight for a better life with independent black working class
actions.

A few Garveyites had held on to the idea of repatriation, and some of the more
vigorous among these were the members of the Peace Movement of Ethiopia.
Led by Mrs. Mittie Gordon, a former UNIA member from Chicago, the Peace
Movement of Ethiopia supported the Bilbo bill, when the majority of black
organisations objected to the racist intentions of the bill. Bilbo envisaged the
removal of 5-8 million black people over a period of 15-25 years.

“By concentrating on persons of productive age and young persons it was
expected that those who remained would die out in the normal course of
time.”
To avoid possible loopholes, Bilbo made provision for black aliens within the
US to participate in the repatriation scheme.

One of the most serious political errors of Garvey was to give public support
for the Bilbo bill. At the 1938 UNIA Convention, the UNIA passed a resolution
of support for Bilbo’s bill, and Garveyites in the USA entered into correspond-
ence with Bilbo. Such a bill could, however, never see the light of day, for not
only was it against the long-term interests of American capital, which needed
cheap black labour, but more importantly because the majority of black
working people in the USA were committed to fighting the system.

Throughout the forties, the Garveyites called for repatriation, and though the
impact of the UNIA remained significant, the power of the later Civil Rights
Movement demonstrated the commitment by black people in the US to fight for
their rights.

Again, during the euphoria of African Liberation, Stokely Carmichael led a
small group which suggested that black people should abandon the struggle in
the US and the Caribbean for Africa. The rhetoric of the All African Peoples
Revolutionary Party spoke of the need for a ‘land base in Africa, declaring that
the future for black people in the West was in Africa.

This was clearly an impractical project, for the majority of black people would
never be able to reach Africa. Commenting on the impracticability of calling for
repatriation in the era of national liberation, Walter Rodney said:

“Some of us can get 10 Africa. The vast majority of our people will, in
fact, not be able 1o go there, and struggle takes place where people live and
work. That’s the locus of struggle. And in that sense, it becomes self-
defeating for someone in the Caribbean or in the United States to suggest
that Africa is the sole, or even the main, vehicle of black struggle. Black
struggle must be universalised where black people happen to be. But,
there is a point suggesting that the struggle of black people in Africa has a
certain strategic importance — a grealer sirategic importance for black
people as a whole than say what’s going on in the Caribbean. I feel that,
to the extent that the African struggle advances and that continent is freed
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from the coils of capitalism and imperialism, to that extent the impact on
the Caribbean and, particularly in the United States, on the black
population will be decisive.””

Here Rodney was continuing the tradition of the Maroons, Garvey, Blyden and
countless others who had longed to return to Africa. However, Rodney’s
analysis was informed with his experience of historical materialism and years of
reflection on the positive and negative results of Garvey’s contribution. He did
not draw back from the centrality of Africa, he simply affirmed the decisiveness
of the struggles on the continent:

“Yes, I would use as strong a term as decisive — because our history has
been bedevilled by the fact that we, as a colonised people in the Western
world, have never had a power to which we could twrn and that our
oppressors have never felt any sense of having to account to somebody else
for the treatment which they accorded to us. I believe it is an important
historical dimension and therefore, success of the struggle in Africa is
likely to be critical with regard to creating new conditions and new
awareness for struggle in what we call the new world.”

Rodney’s 20th century appeal rang out to the Rastafari who clung to the idea of
repatriation to Africa. Those who listened to him carried out and joined their
struggles where they lived, as in Grenada, while championing the cause of
African liberation; others simply romanticised the concept of Africa, longing to
return to Ethiopia.

Rastafari and Repatriation

Even the idea of repatriation to Ethiopia among the Rastas was an advance over
the former efforts of Jamaican nationals to settle in Africa. Throughout the 19th
century, individual Jamaicans made their way to setile and work in a quiet
unpretentious manner. Many of those who returned to Africa did not seek to go
to Liberia, for some of the nationalists who had gone to England realised the
limitations of the Liberian settlement, and opted for settling in many parts of
Africa.

Inside Jamaica, Garvey’s Negro World had again invoked the spirits of Africa
which dwell in Jamaican hills, leading to a tremendous upsurge of interest in
Africa. As has been maintained, the racial history of Jamaica meant that the
African identification was based primarily within the working class, expressing
itself most overtly in the form of the Rastafari movement.

The African identification of the Rasta was rejected by the aspiring Jamaican
leaders of the two-party structure, a rejection which was a ‘statement of cultural
preference as a consequence of cultural imperialism’. Because the Rastafari
identification was also a reflection of the class struggle, the colonial State
attempted to brutally suppress the movement. However, Rastafari would not be
crushed by the repressive policies of the State, and the movement grew slowly
until the fifties when the massive out-migration took place and the Rastas

Rasta and Resistance 221

declared Ethiopia ves, England No.

It is important to perceive the emergence of the concept of repatriation as an
active philosophy among the Rastafarians to help to correct the distortions that
the Rastas were from the outset escapists. In Jamaica, the society had been
exporting surplus labour — called ‘unlimited supplies of labour’ — since the end
of the 19th century when waves of Jamaican workers provided cheap labour in
the USA, Panama, Cuba, Costa Rica and other parts of Central America.

The first leaders of the Rastafari were among the migrant workers, and when
Leonard Howell returned to Jamaica there was a genuine effort to work among
the poor to attempt to deal with the problems of racism and unemployment,
even if this implied the setting up of communes in Sligoville, St. Thomas and
Clarendon. Throughout the thirties those who identified with Africa did not
want to go to Liberia,* but to Ethiopia to fight against Italian fascism. Going
back to Africa to fight was part of their philosophy, but the Rastas of Jamaica
were not passive in the face of injustice: they joined the struggles of the people,
incurring State violence and ridicule at the hands of the petty bourgeoisie.

The stress on repatriation as a central tenet in the philosophy of Rastafari
emerged as the result of two factors:

(1) the land grant of 500 acres by His Imperial Majesty to Africans in the West,
in the early fifties, and

(2) the massive removal of the rural population from Jamaica during the
invasion of the countryside by the bauxite tractors and earthmovers.

Between 1950 and 1970 over 560,000 rural Jamaicans were uprooted from
their village communities. This disruption of over ome quarter of the total
population had a tremendous impact on the consciousness of a working people
who had just begun to emerge from a hundred years of bureaucratic colonialism.
At precisely the period when the workers were to benefit from the 1938 battles,
capitalism uprooted them, throwing some on the Dungle heaps of Kingston,
while others were packed on the banana boats to be taken to face the racial
discrimination of London, Derby, Nottingham, Birmingham and Manchester.
Ethiopia ves, England no, became the cry of a mobile, alert and conscious
Jamaican working poor who preferred to take chances in Ethiopia than to go to
England.

Rastafarians found an alternative to the Liberian experience and the promise
of racial discrimination, because as branch members of the Ethiopian World
Federation they became eligible for a share of the land grant in Shashamane,
which had been granted to Africans in the West.

*On July 21, 1984, B.B. Coke passed a resolution in the Jamaican House of Representatives to facilitate the
repatriation of Jamaicans to Liberia. He moved: “Whereas there is a great desire on the part of many Jamaicans
today migrate to Liberia...for economic and other reasons, and whereas great difficulties are experienced by these
Jamaicans in obtaining the necessary funds so that they may travel and establish themselves in that country. Be it
resolved that the government of Jamaica favourably consider the removal of all hindrances in the way of proferring
full aid to those would be immigrants.” *
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Shashamane is in Shoa Province of Ethiopia, one hundred and sixty miles
from the capital city of Addis Ababa, in beautiful rolling country, between the
Malcoda and the Shashamane Rivers. The land grant of 500 acres was offered to
the Ethiopian World Federation in New York after constant representations and
the concrete examples of James Piper of the EWF, who, with his wife Helen,
had migrated to Ethiopia in 1948.

James Piper, originally from Montserrat, taught carpentry in the technical
school in Addis Ababa until 1952, when he returned to New York to finalise the
arrangements. Returning to Ethiopia the Pipers, with a small group of
Westindians and Afro-Americans, set out to make the EWF colony the mecca
for those who had supported the Ethiopian monarch during the anti-fascist war.
In pursuit of their efforts to develop this mecca, the Pipers, as administrators,
sent out urgent appeals for settlers and for financial support for the settlement.

This is the background against which the spate of organisational activities by
Rasta around the question of repatriation must be seen. Rastafari in Jamaica
who objected to being forced off their land to go to England were not to know
that those grouped around the African Opinion in the US favoured repatriation
and had supported the Bilbo Bill, asking for Congress to aid the repatriation of
black Americans to Africa.”

Rastafarians in Jamaica invested considerable energies in the efforts towards
repatriation, leading up to the Nyabingi of 1959 which was violently dispersed
by the police. Using language which reflected their determination, Rastas in
Jamaica called repatriation a human right, posing the alternative as Repatriation
or rebellion.” An ultimatum which was sent to the Chief Minister in 1959, and
reprinted in the US-based African Opinion, said:

“We have never failed from declaring our Intention of repatriating to our

homeland Africa, we do not seek political power and titles from the
British. We are now demanding of you in a united voice to use your
instrumentality to cut loose the bonds of serfdom, before it is too late. We
have always resisted the British government and her colonial puppets
passively. Yet now the hour has come, that we will not hesitate to raise the
standard of Armed Rebellion, Guerilla Warfare and Arson in our
determined bid for Freedom.”"

Signed under the seal of the order of Nyabingi the Rastafari called upon the
State to open up negotiations; otherwise

“we shall give the order to our people for total war through Rebellion. We

have reached the stage where our hands are on the trigger’”.

Jamaica’s first official mission went to the continent for six weeks in 1961, and
in all five African States visited there was a “‘ready acceptance of the principle of
repatriation of Africans living abroad to the ancestral land”. Kwame Nkrumah,

the former President of Ghana, noted the historic significance of the mission and
said that he was:

“happy that there were forces at work in the Caribbean which were
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responsible for the present mission.”

In obvious agreement with some of the principles of Rastafari Nkrumah paid
tribute to Marcus Garvey, who had been his inspiration:

“The back to Africa desire had to be realistically approached. The two
peoples, West Indians and Africans, had developed separately over the
intervening vears when they were apart. There would have to be
adjustments.””’

These sentiments were repeated in Ethiopia, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Nigeria and
in every State to which the heads of government showed the importance they
attached to developing relations with black people in the West. Young Rastafari
today would do well to see the preparation and organisation which the Rastas in
the mission placed in their diplomatic efforts. Preparing a minority report on
the mission, these Rastas reported on the availability of land, on the
transportation problems and on the prospects of Rastafari who wanted to return
to Africa.

Whereas the African States were open to discussion and willing to make the
‘adjustments’ that Nkrumah referred to, there was no such concrete assistance
given to Africans from Jamaica who wanted to return. When one compares the
facilities made available to British capitalists for the recruitment of cheap labour
from the Caribbean region, it would seem that the still-born initiative was as
much a ‘palliative’ as the report on Rasta, ‘designed to calm an explosive
situation’. Capital in Jamaica, which was in any case primarily in the hands of
whites, was not about to facilitate any large-scale emigration of cheap labour, for
having skilled unemployed people in the society had proven an effective way to
control the emergence of a powerful and independent working class.

Without the assistance of the State, a handful of Jamaican Rastas worked
hard, saved their money, and repatriated to Ethiopia — to Shashamane.
Significantly, in the USA, where there were far greater resources, the
‘nationalists’ who wanted Congress to implement the Bilbo Bill did not try to
raise their own passage to Africa. Instead, they acted as cheerleaders when poor
Rastas in Jamaica, such as Brother Clifford Baugh and family, left for
Shashamane."”

One problem which is posed for the future transformarion of Jamaica is why
should a Jamaican worker or farmer put all of his or her energies into leaving the
society for Africa? It is a problem which should concern serious people of the
society, for the case of Noel Dyer illustrated the extent to which some Jamaican
workers would go to escape the racial assaults of Jamaican society.

Noel Dyer hailed from the parish of Westmoreland, and was a promising
cricketer who, like so many other Jamaicans, found the Rastafari doctrine to
offer him the most in the early fifties. Caught in the wave of migration to
England in 1960, he worked in London from 1960 to 1963, from where he
decided to leave the ‘pollution and smoke’ for Ethiopia. Dyer set out on foot to
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Ethiopia, a journey which took him one year, during which time he learned
three languages — French, Spanish and Arabic — got lost in the desert, and was
imprisoned for entering a country without a visa.

To listen to his stroy of how he crossed the English Channel and worked his
way as a painter across France and Spain to Morocco; of his journey over land
from Morocco through Algeria, Tunisia and Libya to Egypt; of his wanderings
over the desert through Egypt, and his arrest in Sudan, one is amazed at the
resilence of this black worker. * The story of Brother Dyer should one day be
recounted to the young, as an example of what the racism of Jamaican society
has forced some black people to resort to in order to escape discrimination and
exploitation.

With his skills and knowledge, Dyer joined the ranks of the growing
community of Rastas in Shashamane, supplementing his part-time jobs with
subsistence farming. Living in Shashamane did not increase his standard of
living over that of a Jamaican migrant worker; but one thing he was sure of was
that he was at home in Africa.

The Shashamane Settlement and the Ethiopian Revolution

Rastafarians in Ethiopia were confronted with the contradictory position of
their beliefs, when the Ethiopian people removed the monarchy in a popular
revolution in 1974. This contradiction was posed for all Rastafari, but even
more fundamentally for those who had settled in Shashamane, simply because
their existence in Ethiopia was so closely linked with the whole dispensation of
privilege by the Emperor.

Land, patronage and titles tied the regional landlords to the State and
Church, so that the land grant to the Rastafarians was likened to the old practice
of the monarch giving land to favoured retainers. And some of the settlers did
act as favoured retainers for the administrators of the Shashamane settlement.
They had access to tractors, seeds, fertilisers, and could sell their produce to the
royal household, so that essentially the settlement was organically linked with
the Royal Family, instead of with the people of the community where the
settlement was based.

At its peak, towards the end of 1970, the settlement of Shashamane had
between 40-50 Rastas and Afro-Americans, who had set up thir community with

* Noel Dyer lives in Shashamane, Ethiopia, which he has made his home since 1965. His story is a testament to the
depth of feeling in the Jamaican countryside on the question of Africa. Walking through the streets of Addis Ababa
in August 1979 and speaking with him, it was clear that the violence of the Ethiopian power struggles around
Mengistu did not endear him to the principles of the regime. Brother Dyer left London in July 1964, hitching to
Paris, and taking a train across North Africa. Taking a ship to Morocco, he learnt enough Arabic to get him by
land across to Algeria to Tunisia, hitchhiking through Libya to Egypt. It took him three weeks from Cairo to
Aswan, but he couldn’t get a ship across the Aswan Dam. After spending three months in Egypt he told the police
that he wanted to see the President, Nasser. It was then that he received assistance to cross the Aswan Dam. From
there it was across the desert by foot to Sudan. Once in the Sudan he was arrested for trying to enter the country
without a visa, but his insistence on his rights of passage to Ethiopia led to his deportarion to Ethiopia. He reached
Addis Ababa in July 1965, one year after leaving England.”
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a pharmacy, a school, a small clinic — named after Dr. Malaku Bayen - a small
store and a number of modest dwellings. There were no efforts towards
collective farming, hence the problems of individualism, competition and envy
plagued the settlers, who eked out an existence.

Petty differences between ‘Jamaican’ Rastas and Afro-Americans over the use
of implements, and over access to the Royal household simmered. These
simmerings continued with the advent of the Twelve Tribes of Israel, who had
begun their own scheme of repatriation. Fortunately, size, limited resources,
and the struggle for survival ensured that none of the petty problems could
fester into the kind of armed confrontations which had taken place among the
Liberian settlers in 1870-1873.

The Twelve Tribesof Israel was the only Rastafari organisation with financial
resources to move Rastas en masse from Jamaica to Africa, and yet the members
have remained very small in number. It is from the Twelve Tribes — called the
‘organ’ — that young Rasta who idealise Ethiopia could learn that even if there is
a wish to return to Africa, there must be preparation.

Unlike the older Rastas, like Brothers Baugh and Dyer, who had the
experience of urban and rural life, the first pioneers from the ‘organ’ were
urban, thus not fully prepared for the rigours of rural life in Shashamane. One
of the first settlers sent out by Twelve Tribes died because he failed to take the
simple precaution of boiling the water before using it.

As an international unit with organisational hierarchy and a set of principles,
the Twelve Tribes could have mobilised the resources necessary to conceive a
different kind of settlement from the one administered by Piper. It would have
been possible to develop a collective where young Jamaicans with skills and
knowledge brought new farming methods to the area in a manner beneficial not
only to the members of the organisation, but to the whole community in
Shashamane.

To do this would have required that the settlers acquaint themselves with the
soil, topography, rainfall and the range of possible agricultural crops which
could be grown there. It would have required a level of study and understanding
beyond the simple framework of reading a chapter of the bible everynight, and
reaping a modest crop of the local cereal, teff, and vegetables.

It did not take any great skill to do the latter: any peasant in Africa or the
Caribbean could simply scratch the soil for subsistence farming with the level
of technology which had been used for centuries, the hoe. Romantic and idyllic
yes, but not geared towards any long-term uplifting of the standard of living.

Yet even at this very low standard of living one could not but have admiration
and some respect for all the Rastas who used their own efforts to reach the land
of their forefathers. Unfortunately, this admiration had to be guided by the
concrete problems which faced anyone contemplating repatriation.

Frustrations and disappointments were bound to set in when educated and
trained young men were lured to the land of the ‘father’ to subsist in a scheme
where they could not realise their full potential, commensurate with their skills
and education. Moreover, petty bourgeois elements could not survive in the
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poverty and humility which life at Shashamane demanded. Such elements were
able to use family ties and position to get some support from the Jamaican State
for the settlers, although the small assistance offered could not improve the
poverty which was the lot of the pioneers.

What was needed was a level of collective work, organisation and a spirit of
co-operation to fully tax the brains of all the settlers. In the absence of these
values, petty squabbles developed from time to time between the older brethren
and the Twelve Tribes, including the leaders, because even as Rastas, the
brethren and sistren could not easily rise above those negative values they had
internalised in capitalist Jamaica.

Whatever the problems between the settlers and the administration, or among
settlers, these problems were to pale into insignificance when the people of
Shashamane expropriated the land from the Rastas in 1975, as their own
expression of opposition to the monarchy. Following the lead of the Provisional
Military Administrative Council, known as the Dergue, which had issued a land
reform proclamation in March 1975 nationalising all rural land, aboiishing
tenancy, and seiting up peasant associations, the poor of Shashamane seized all
the tractors, land and assets of the Rastafari and the EWF settlers in
Shashamane.

Fortunately for the settlers, there were elements in the Provisional Military
Administrative Council who understood the sentiments of repatriation among
Africans in the West; so after negotiations 44 hectares were returned to the
Rastas who wanted to stay. It was inevitable that the elements who were closest
to the Royal household from the administration of the settlement would leave,
for the whole organisation of the previous form of capitalist intensive farming
was broken down by the Ethiopian peasantry as part of the revolution.

The Unfolding of the Revolution

Space does not allow for a full elaboration of the complex forces in Ethiopia
which led to the removal of the monarchy, but enough information has been
published to inform those who want to understand the class struggle which
violently erupted in 1974, leading to the deposing and detention of Haile
Selassie on 12 September 1974. Haile Selassie died quietly in 1975.

The initiatives of the peasants in Shashamane to seize the land of those who
they considered landlords was but one of the major changes which have taken
place in Ehiopia, the land of diversity. John Makarkis has described the whole
process as “Garrison Socialism’ in his attempt to grasp the essence of the radical
and far-reaching changes, while at the same time penetrating the grave
consequences of militarisation and commandism. Makarkis said of the changes:

“In 1974, Ethiopia was torn by class struggle which erupted suddenly,
matured swiftly and generated a powerful momentum for a socialist
solution to the manifold contradictions of a society just emerging from
feudalism. The struggle began with a spontaneous popular uprising,
which set off a set of events which defy facile interpretation. The uprising
was followed by a coup d’état, carried out by a milirary force which had

J
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been radicalised and purged by social conflict. The military intervention
provoked an internecine struggle within the revolutionary camp, a
situation that invited counter-revolution, favoured secession, and encour-
aged a foreign invasion. Debilitated by an internal contest for power, the
military regime was unable to cope with its foes, domestic or foreign.
Timely, massive assistance provided by several socialist States and
orchestrated by the Soviet Union preserved the territorial integrity of
Ethiopia, and propped a government that seemed on the verge of
collapse.”’™

The Dergue, which seized power after the overthrow of the Emperor, in a short
time lost the opportunity to unleash the full potential of the people; so that
internal struggles and militarism intensified to the point where the leadership
degenerated to a militarist regime, and the vast masses were reduced to the
limited role of a frightened audience in their own revolution. The ‘campaign of
terror’ against those on the left who called for popular participation and civilian
rule has only been surpassed by the bombings of the Eritrean people, who
have since redoubled their call for self-determination and independence.”

Verbal declamations of socialism by the military regime in Ethiopia and
military support from the socialist camp cannot conceal the fundamental
commandist nature of the regime. Two factors graphically expose this comman-
dism:

(1) the vicious repression carried out against the Eritrean people along with the
intolerance to other oppressed nationalities, and

(2) the military command of the working poor which has led to military
conscription, compulsory crops, forced labour and coercion.

Pan-Africanists and Rastafarians who yearned for the unity of the continent of
Africa agonised over the struggles in Eritrea, with many taking the imperial and
Dergue rationale for suppression, i.e., that the people of Eritrea were
secessionists. The threatened disintegration of the old imperial borders in 1977,
with the Somali invasion, generated some sympathy and support for the regime:
support which was dramatic in the form of Soviet weapons and Cuban
personnel.

The struggle in the Ogaden was not a popular struggle but the military thrust
of the expansionist vision of a military regime in Somalia, which preferred to
fight Ethiopia rather than put resources into feeding its people. Frightened by
the far-reaching changes of the nationalisation process in Ethiopia, imperialism
supported the Western Somali Liberation Front which thrust deep into
Ethiopia. This attack was beaten back with the assistance of the socialist camp.

But in Eritrea, no amount of assistance could suppress the Eritrean struggle for
self-determination. As long as the leadership of the Eritrean people sought to
develop the kind of institutions and organisations among the people which
aimed to break the capitalist relations — and at the same time break the legacies
of religious intolerance, male supremacy and the differences between pastoral-
ists and cultivators — no amount of Soviet weaponry could defeat such a people.

As early as 1916, V.I. Lenin had recognised the right of self-determination
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and independence for oppressed nationalities, a right which the supporters of
the Dergue conveniently forgot. Inevitably, the prolonged liberation struggle in
Eritrea had an incalculable impact on other oppressed nationalities, bringing to
the fore the deformities of regional differentiation and cultural isolation which
can now only be solved within the context of a socialist federation.

Pan-Africanists who support the right of the people of Eritrea to independ-
ence do so not because they want to see the further balkanisation of the
continent, but because if the people of that region can effect a higher level of
social organisation than that of the wretchedness of underdevelopment, there is
no reason why they should be bombed into remaining a part of the old feudal
empire.

An element of confusion has arisen among Rastas on the question of Eritrea
and Ethiopia, not only because they supported the old empire, in all its forms,
but also because the Left in Jamaica supports the Ethiopian regime and justifies
the use of Soviet bombs against the Eritrean people.” Giving up their
independence as socialists, this Left has attached itself to the foreign policy of
the Soviet Union in such a way that the Rastafarians conceive of their support as
part of the idealism of the old colonial order. At the same time, the more
conservative Rastas who were open to American propaganda, emanating from
such diverse sources as the Gleaner, the BBC or Copiic Times, condemned the
military in Ethiopia as puppets of the Soviet Union.

This confusion called for the existence of a Marxist or socialist group in the
Caribbean which could creatively interpret the events in the world without fear
of great powers, an interpretation which could assist young Rastas. This
creativity was made more urgent by the growing number of militarists and
commandists who could call on Soviet or Chinese support when they
deliberately distorted revolutionary concepts.

Commandist regimes, whether they be of the Forbes Burnham genre or the
Mengistu genre, claim to be socialist but carry out repression in the name of
socialism, for they know it is difficult to go to the people and say that they are
ruling in the name of capitalism.

However, one litmus test of regimes who proclaim themselves socialist is their
treatment of the working poor and working class institutions. In Ethiopia the
working class, though small in size, played an important role in the revolution,
but no sooner had the Dergue consolidated its power than it banned
independent working class action.

“Throughout 1975, the labour movement lay dormant. Pending the
appearance of a new labour code, all labour activities were banned, all
collective agreemenis were suspended and a new ome could not be
negotiated, nor could the trade union movement organise workers in areas
Jrom which it had been excluded by the previous regime. A wage freeze
lowered real wages in a time of continuous inflation, unemployment rose
substantially, and the situation of the working class deteriorated
progressively. Imprisonment and occasional shootings were the response 1o
spontaneous worker protests.”’*
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When the regime did formulate a new labour code in December 1975 the
rights and conditions of labour were defined according to ‘conventional
bourgeois standards’; the whole objective was to organise a mass organisation
which promoted production and could mobilise workers to attend State
functions. Similar degeneration took place in the ‘kebeles’ — the neighbourhood
associations which were conceived as the embryo of popular participation and
expression. Caught in the power struggles between differing tendencies and the
military leadership, the ‘kebeles’ became militarised insitutions, bureaucratic
and hierarchial, so that even positive efforts, such as the literacy campaigns,
were carried out with coercion.

The Rastafari movement, though shaken by the events in Ethiopia, has since
clung to its ideas in the absence of available information on the unfolding of
the class struggle. The Rastafari settlers in Shashamane, like their counterparts
in the Caribbean, went on the defensive, becoming passive bystanders in the
whole process. Their continued support for the monarch placed them in
opposition to the Ethiopian people.

Unfortunately some of them continued to attempt to defy reality by sending
stories back to the Caribbean that Haile Selassie was still alive. Inside the
country, they insulted their neighbours by insisting on putting up pictures of
the deposed Emperor in their dwellings.

This act of displaying the picture of the Ethiopian monarch, which began as
an act of protest in colonial Jamaica, became an act of reaction in revolutionary
Ethiopia. For however much the popular masses speak derisively of the
militarists, they enthusiastically supported the deposition of the monarchy and
the onerous system of taxation of the feudal system.

Rastas cannot be against Babylon in the West and support reaction in Africa,

Rastas, Repatriation and Africa

For many Rastas, the continued struggles in Ethiopia demand proper analysis
and explanation in order to transcend the romantic visions about the African
continent. The hostility of the Caribbean petty bourgeoisie to the study of
African history and towards African identification ensured that among the
Rastafarians illusions took place of serious analysis of what actual struggles were
occurring on the continent Africa.

The shattering experience of the expropriation of the land forced some of the
Rastafarians in Shashamane to move on to other African societies; those who
could not afford to do so have lingered on in Shashamane, surviving partially
because of the positive image of Jamaica which developed in Africa during the
Michael Manley administration.

But the disillusioning experience which stemmed from the removal of the
emperor has not shaken the faith of the whole movement, for the movement had
developed for a greater purpose than the personage of Haile Selassie. Rastafari
had emerged as the outcome of the struggle against racism and cultural
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imperialism; Africa and Haile Selassie had become external references of
support.

The removal of Haile Selassie is forcing the movement to come to terms with
the realities of Africa. Moreover, the opportunism on the part of certain
Caribbean governments on the question of identification with Africa has
ensured that the African identification of the Rasta of the thirties is not a radical
race conscious phenomenon in the 1980s. Regimes such as Forbes Burnham’s
have even gone further by giving aid to the liberation struggles in Africa to
camouflage reactionary internal policies.

This opportunism has alerted Rastafarians and progressive Pan-Africanists to
the fact that the link with Africa must be with social groups.

“The problem is to develop solidarity between the Caribbean people and
the African peoples. It is not the same question as developing solidariry
between African states and Caribbean states... We will have 10 be more
selective in ensuring that our relations are nurtured with particular
progressive governments, particular liberation movemenis, and particu-
lar social organisations — whether they be trade unions, women’s
movements, students” unions — various groups that develop a perspective
on African struggle.” (24)

This formulation stared the Rasta movement in the face in the eighties, with the
Rastafari in the Grenadian Revolution giving one answer: that their concrete
support for African liberation could be measured by their support for the
struggle against imperialism in the Caribbean. Throughout the region,
sentiments towards repatriation have abated: however, many of the Rastas in
the United Kingdom see the question of repatriation as the number one priority.

In a sense this priority stems  from their unwilling sojourn in the ‘heart of
Babylon’. And yet, even though it is the right of any black person to repatriate
(in this case to the Caribbean or Africa) the history of the forced deportations of
1786 should alert Rastas to the dangers of their call for repatriation. It is quite
possible for the British State to mobilise opinion around the question of
repatriation in order to deflect the energies of a stirring and vibrant black
population. Rastas in the UK need to listen to the words of Walter Rodney, who
said:

“We cannot romanticise the situation in Africa.”

Repatriation is the right of black people, but there should be no support for
reactionary schemes such as the Bilbo-Greater Liberia Bill of 1939. Moreover,
the struggles of Southern Africa are calling on Rastas to effect a level of
organisation and perception of the struggles in Africa to help hasten the fall of
‘Babylon’.

FOOTNOTES

1. H. Orlando Patterson, The Sociology of Slavery, McGibbon and Kee, 1967, p. 196.
2. Quoted in Richard West, Back 10 Africa, Jonathan Cape, London, 1970, pp 13-14.
3. Folarin Shyllon, Black People in Britain 1555-1833, Institute of Race Relations and Oxford University Press,
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CONCLUSION

Rastafari: From Cultural Resistance to Cultural Liberation

The discussion of Rasta and Resistance began with the theoretical formulation
of Cabral’s dialectic of positive and negative influences. The centrality of race
and race consciousness within the experience of the children of Africa lent a
certain force to the Rastafari Movement, a force which made the Rastafari the
foremost expression of Pan-Africanism in the era of political independence.

For many the movement is linked to the image of the late Emperor of
Ethiopia, a link emphasised by the zeal and energy which lent to the celebration
of the Golden Jubilee of the crowning of the Emperor. When this energy can be
translated into the quest for social liberation, the societies of the Caribbean will
have mobilised a major source of untapped energy.

This contradiction of black people in the Caribbean holding defensively onto
their relationship with a deposed monarch can be understood within the context
of seemingly independent States maintaining the feudal heritage of having a
white Queen of an imperialist State as the nominal head of their country. Why
should the Rasta not have their ritual and ceremony when the black Governor
Generals seem to relish the pomp and emphasis of British tradition?

One short answer to this question is that thanks to the same doctrine of Rasta,
the external reference point for the masses of black people is no longer Europe,
but Africa. And if the people of Ethiopia and other parts of Africa call upon the
Rasta to link themselves with the people of the villages and towns, instead of
with empire builders, then those Rastafarians who have ears to hear will listen.
Not even the social inequalities of the capitalist societies which are expressed in
racial terms can save Rastas from turning into their opposites if they turn their
backs on the African revolution.

Rastafari in the next fifty years face one challenge from the African villages,
but in the Caribbean those who maintained that “I man no involved in a
politics™ are faced with the crisis of the societies. All around them the violence
and thuggery of the economic depression call on them to be involved in change.
Throughout the English-speaking Caribbean the working people battle against
the deterioration of their living standards.

From Jamaica to Guyana the decay of the social stock of the society wreaks
further hardships on the working poor. The decay can be seen in public
buildings, private dwellings, the inability of the State to provide clean running
water for the vast majority, the inability to maintain the semblance of a medical
infrastructure, to organise garbage collection or to provide basic social services,
such as transport, housing, cheap electrical power and food.
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Everywhere the political leadership wallow in the idealism of seeking external
solutions, looking for aid, but the concrete example of Trinidad and Tobago
demonstrates that the problem is more than that of foreign exchange; it is one of
a fundamental reconstruction of the society in the interest of those who produce
the wealth of the society. In Jamaica the talk of democratic socialism was a
manifestation that a section of the political leadership wanted to respond to the
demand for change which issued from the tenement yards and the rural villages.

The discussion of democratic socialism was a failed attempt to keep abreast of
the popular anti-imperialist culture, a failed attempt because this talk was not
translated into the organisation of new institutions of popular power. Trapped
in the history of ‘jinnalship’ along with the compromise between Europe and
Africa, the political leadership could not break with the past in a way which
could shake the foundations of the white power structure of the society.

Despite the limitations, there were external forces which did not even want
question of socialism to be on the agenda. The prospect of the heightened
consciousness of the masses and the beginnings of a serious materialist tradition,
both in politics and ideology, created panic in the USA. Hence, the
unprecedented terror campaign against the Jamaican people in the year of the
fiftieth jubilee, 1980. The IMF programme of destabilisation, the campaign of
psychological warfare and political violence were to be followed by the
destruction of popular participation and expression in a coup d’état, if the
Manley administration could not be removed by the ballot. To be certain of the
campaign of confusion and subversion, imperialism also took on the cover of the
popular movement in the form of the Ethiopian Zion Coptic Church.

The expanded activities of the Coptics in Jamaica, which are now being
duplicated in other territories, and experimented on in the United Kingdom
under the cover of ‘community policing’, led the far sighted Rastas to recognise
that the all class appeal of Hailing Ja Rastafari, Selassie I must be transcended.
It is no longer enough to call Rastas such as the Coptics ‘false dreads’. Grenadian
Rastafarians have given their answer to the attempt to call Rastas such as the
Coptics ‘false dreads’. Grenadian Rastafarians have given their answer to the
attempt to exploit the mystical and spiritual reservoir of black people.

Grenadian Rastas identified with a force which wanted to change the old
social order. With the positive assistance of the successful Cuban revolution, the
Grenadian people were opening up the possibilities for a new politics in the
English-speaking Caribbean. Along with Cuba, the Grenadian revolution was
forming the embryo of a socialist Caribbean, a socialist Caribbean whose future
was linked to a socialist American hemisphere.

Rastas in Grenada had joined with the oppressed peoples of the region to call
for a new kind of Caribbean integration, beyond the failed experiments of island
enclave economies. Starting in Jamaica, where the Rastas broke the petty
prejudices between town and country, the Rastafari had assisted in breaking the
big island/small island pettiness, giving notice that it would be part of the anti-
colonial struggle in Cayenne, Guadeloupe and Martinique,
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Reggae artists have already embarked on a programme of cultural change
which seeks to release the full creative energies of the people. They have taken
part in the struggle of the development of a popular culture as part of the struggle
for full national independence.

It is apt to end with Cabral’s call for a universal culture:

“In the framework of the conquest of national independence and in the
perspective of developing the economic and social progress of the people,

the objectives must be at least the following: development of a popular

culture and of all positive indigenous cultural values; development of a
national culture based upon the history and the achievements of the
struggle itself; constant promotion of the political and moral awareness of
the people {of all social groups) as well as patriotism, of the spirit of
sacrifice and devotion to the cause of independence, of justice and progress;
development of a technical, technological and scientific culture, compati-

ble with the requirements for progress; development, on the basis of a

critical assimilation of man’s achivements in the domains of art, science,

literature, etc., of a universal culture for perfect integration into the

contemporary world, in the perspectives of its revolution; constant and
generalised promotion of feelings of humanism, of solidarity, of respecct
and disinterested devotion to human beings.””

This is the challenge of the Rastafari in the next epoch. Having survived fifty
years of social and religious intolerance, discrimination and harassment, the
Rastafari movement is poised between becoming a part of world history,
contributing to a universal culture, and being a passing phenomenon of the 20th
century.
Meanwhile the Rastaman vibration remains positive. In their own words,

Rastaman vibration is positive:

“Rastaman vibration is positive, so positive in the man of the past, living

in the present, stepping in the future. The mystic Rastaman is the same

blackheart man, who after growing, gathering and learning has become
the wise wonder of the whole wide world.””
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