JAH IN THE FLESH: AN EXAMINATION OF SPIRIT, POWER,
AND DIVINE ENVESSELMENT IN RASTAFARI

________________________________________________________________________
A Dissertation
Submitted to
the Temple University Graduate Board
________________________________________________________________________
In Partial Fulfilment
of the Requirements for the Degree
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY
________________________________________________________________________

by
Randy R. Goldson
August 2020
________________________________________________________________________

Examining Committee Members:
Terry Rey, Advisory Chair, Department of Religion
Laura Levitt, Department of Religion
Christopher Johnson, Department of Africology and African American Studies
Harvey Neptune, External Member, Department of History

e-title page

©
Copyright
2020
by
Randy R. Goldson
All Rights Reserved

ii

ABSTRACT

This dissertation examines one of the most significant theological shifts in the
Rastafari movement: the transformation of the Rastafari deity, His Imperial Majesty
Emperor Haile Selassie I, from Jah in the flesh to the spirit that dwells within the body of
each Rasta. Although the belief that Rastas are participants in the divinity of Jah emerged
early in Rastafari, it was not until Selassie’s death in 1975 that the theological assertion
of Jah dwelling within their bodies as the spirit emerged. Despite the initial claim made
by some of the early Rastas that their bodies are the dwelling place of Jah, the notion of
Jah as indwelling the spirit remains undertheorized, thus leading to an inadequate view
that Rastafari is tenuously an African-derived religion.
The aim of this dissertation, therefore, is to make visible the notion of Jah as spirit
by focusing on how Rastas conceptualize and ritualize the process of Jah becoming a part
of their bodies. The dissertation proposes divine envesselment as a central theoretical and
conceptual framework to understand the Rastafari belief that their deity Jah becomes a
permanent part of their bodies, thereby imbuing them with divine power, authority, and
identity to resist the oppressive state Babylon. By formulating a theory of divine
envesselment to account for the indwelling of Jah within the body, this study highlights
the social, cultural, and theological factors that enabled Rastas to deify Selassie, continue
to proclaim him as God after his death, and distinguish themselves from the oppressive
neocolonial state through their ritualization of Jah spirit and power.
The study uses an African-centered epistemological approach to argue that the
Rastafari belief that Jah dwells within them is not only an embrace of the spirit but an
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ethos rooted in the history of contestation and creative friction within the Afro-Caribbean
religious field. Furthermore, an African-centered epistemology locates the process of
divine envesselment (Jah becoming the spirit that dwells in flesh) within the social,
material, intellectual, and symbolic world of African people on the continent and in the
diaspora. The study asserts that the logic, structure, and nature of Rastafari as an Africanderived religion with a conception of spirit become evident when examined through an
African-centered epistemological lens.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION: “SIGHTING UP” RASTAFARI

“The spirit of Rastafari is universal and eternal…” 1
(Tracey Nicholas)
“Spirit couldn’t go around without a temple,
and a temple couldn’t go around without a spirit.” 2
(Porro)
“Jah would never give the power to a baldhead.” 3
(Bob Marley and the Wailers, “Time Will Tell”)
This dissertation is an examination of the Rastafari conceptualization and ritualization of
power and spirit in relation to Jah dwelling within the body of each Rasta. Because
Rastas believe that Jah dwells within them, resulting in the unity (I-and-I) of God and
humans, this study outlines some of the theological and social implications of Jah
becoming a permanently envesseled being within the body. The belief that the spirit of
Jah resides within the body is one of the most theologically significant and complex
developments within Rastafari because it interlocks with the view that Emperor Haile
Selassie I is the living God, Jah in the flesh. The study assesses the Rastafari view of the
nature of Jah, Selassie’s divinization as a black deity who eventually dwells as the spirit
within the Rasta, and the identity transformation of the Rasta because of Jah being
envesseled. Specifically, what does it mean for Jah to be God in the flesh and, at the same
time, the spirit within the body of each Rasta? How does Jah exist as both a “living man”
and the indwelling spirit? Moreover, how does the process of divine envesselment
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facilitate this ontological construction of Selassie as Jah and Jah as the spirit within
humans?
My research examines the process of Jah becoming envesseled within the body of
each Rasta by applying an African-centered epistemological approach that locates
Rastafari conceptualization of divinity, spiritual agency, and power within the context of
African traditional beliefs as mediated through the Afro-Jamaican religious and cultural
experiences. This study provides a theoretical account of how Haile Selassie I became the
Rastafari deity in the first place and how he remained their God after his dethronement
and death in 1975. Rastafari rationalization of Selassie’s apparent physical absence from
this world necessitates an engagement with the spirit since Rastas believe that Jah lives
eternally within them.
In addition to probing Rastafari reconceptualization of Selassie as an indwelling
presence or spirit, this dissertation examines the contours of Rastafari spirituality as
manifested in their lived experience. The history of enslavement, racial oppression, and
state-sanctioned violence have shaped the emergence of Rastafari in Jamaica and
continue to inform the adherents’ theological, spiritual, and sociopolitical outlook. The
Rastas’ embrace of Selassie as their God and their resistance against the social and
political status quo in Jamaica undoubtedly establish Rastafari as a black protest
movement. Although Fernando Henriques acknowledged the early Rastafari movement
as the “expositors of black consciousness in Jamaica” similar to the Garvey back-toAfrica movement, the nature of their message has been primarily misunderstood by the
political establishment, “high” society, and even by many scholars. 4

2

The Jamaican colonial hierarchy derided and dismissed the Rastafari message as
“seditious, devilish, and blasphemous, and its members as dangerous, lawless, and
deranged.” 5 The early post-independent society, too, held an unfavorable view of Rastas
as violent people who are addicted to marijuana. 6 Both the colonial and neocolonial
society viewed Rastafari through the lens of insurrection mainly because its message of
black redemption and repatriation did not comport with the Jamaican elites’ desire to
maintain a false sense of racial equality.
Despite the publication of the University Report in 1960, Emperor Haile Selassie
I’s state visit in 1966, and the growing influence of Rastafari through Reggae music
beginning in the 1970s, the state continued to misinterpret and reject Rasta philosophy,
beliefs, and practices. The rejection of Rastafari and the oppression of Rastas, especially
during the 1960s and 1970s, was part of the government’s effort to suppress the influence
of Black Power in Jamaica. Although it began in the United States, Black Power quickly
spread to the West Indies through various Black Panther literature and became
indigenized through print media such as the Abeng newspaper and the activism of
scholars like Walter Rodney. 7 The Black Power movement cohered with the critical
consciousness of Rastafari and became part of Rastas’ message of resistance. The
Jamaican government, particularly the Hugh Shearer administration, saw Black Power
and its sympathizers are a communist threat that must be curtailed. Thus, Shearer banned
from Jamaica any book related to Black Power and barred Walter Rodney from returning
to Jamaica and his post as lecturer at the University of the West Indies in 1968. The
banning of Rodney resulted in the massive student-led protest, which garnered support
from Rastafari and other marginalized people in Kingston. Rastafari came under the
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government’s anti-communist radar, especially in the wake of the 1960-Claudius Henry
Affair, which the state saw as an attempted coup. 8
While the race-conscious message of the founding Rastas and the continued cry to
resist and flee the oppressive state “Babylon,” has certainly contributed to the Rastafari’s
notoriety as a black protest movement, some scholars initially interpreted the emphasis
on repatriation and promise of black redemption as escapist agenda. For example,
Vittorio Lanternari argued that Rastafari was “typically an escapist movement, rather
than a revolutionary force” because Rastas saw liberation in their return to African and
not in political action. 9 Ken Post too contended that Rastafari, like the doctrine of
Ethiopianism, is a structure in contradiction because it contained elements of both retreat
and assertion. 10 For Post, it is the perceived lack of political action in an effort to change
their material condition that makes Rastafari a “retreatist” millenarian movement. 11 The
characterization of Rastafari as an escapist/retreatist movement missed the potency of the
call for repatriation, redemption, and worship as a black God and King as direct
ideological (social, political, and spiritual) challenge to oppression.
The Rastas’ acceptance of Emperor Haile Selassie I as God remains one of the
most misunderstood Rastafari beliefs. How could Rastas claim a man to be God? And
why do they continue to worship someone who has died? In the 1930s, when Rastafari
pioneer Leonard Howell first declared Selassie as “Christ returned in a mystical form,”
the society held that his utterance was irrational. Thus, during his trial in 1934, the court
erupted in laughter when Howell stated under cross-examination that “I told them to
think of their King. Ras Tafari, king of kings, lord of lords, conquering lion of Juda, elect
of God, and messiah of love.” 12 By 1956, the Custos of St. James tried to obtain a
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statement from Haile Selassie I, refuting the Rastafari belief that he is God, but the
British Ambassador to Ethiopia never passed on the request. 13 The Custos intended to
suppress the spread of Rastafari by upending its most core belief. But, as the 1960s
proved, a denial from Selassie alone would not destroy Rastas’ belief in his divinity. It
became widespread that during his state visit in 1966, Selassie told the Rastas that he was
not God. A year later, Selassie stated in an interview with Canadian Broadcasting
Corporation reporter Bill McNeil that he is not the reincarnation of Christ. 14 Despite the
use of these denials to disparage Rastafari, the religion with Haile Selassie as the central
figure in its cosmology continued to grow rapidly.
When the Gleaner published the death of Haile Selassie on its front page on
August 28, 1975, many individuals thought this would finally put an end to the Rastas
and their belief in Selassie’s divinity. 15 Nevertheless, it soon became clear that despite
the ridicule that the Rastas’ God is dead, the Rastafari faith thrived as the majority of its
members refuted the news. 16 On the day the news broke in Jamaica, Brother Historian of
the Rastafari Movement Association told the Gleaner, “We Rastafarians stand firm and
know that God remains one mighty, one forever that can never die and never dies.” 17 The
idea that Haile Selassie, who for them is God, cannot die became a constant assertation
among Rastas. 18 Amidst the cacophony of this tumultuous period in Jamaican and
Rastafari history, Bob Marley adds to the view that Selassie is not dead with his famous
anthem, “Jah Lives.” 19 Affirming what had become the standard response, founder of the
Bobo Santi Mansion of Rastafari Prince Emmanuel declared in 1977 that “Haile Selassie
can’t die. He did not come to die, but he came to live. He has only resigned his throne to
build black redemption.” 20 For these Rastafari leaders, Selassie’s death was a moot point
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because the evidence of his eternal nature resided in their bodies and manifested in their
livity.

Selassie’s Death and the Spirit of Jah in Scholarly Discourse
A review of the scholarly literature on Rastafari, in the aftermath of Selassie’s death,
shows the beginning of the shift in Rastafari’s conception of the nature of divinity as they
explained what had happened to Jah and where Jah had gone. Jah, who they affirmed to
be the living man (flesh and blood), gradually became the spirit dwelling within them.
One week after reports of Selassie’s death circulated throughout Jamaica, Joseph
Owens visited some of his Rastafari interlocutors in Clarendon Parish to reason with
them about this news. 21 Although Owens does not theorize the information that the
Rastas shared with him, he concludes that the “Rastafarian consciousness will carry the
brethren in this time of crisis.” 22 The transcript that Owens affixed to his book reveals a
recurring theme of Jah dwelling within the heart of the Rastas. One of his interlocutors
stated: “For Jah take the heart of man to be his dwelling place.” 23 Another concurred: “So
if one is not looking in himself, knowing that Selassie-I live and reign within his heart
for-Iver…” 24 But what does it mean for Haile Selassie/Jah to live within the heart? It is
not entirely clear from Owens’ recording that the Rastas’ spoke metaphorically or if they
actually believed that Jah could dwell within them. The Rastas’ reasoning, nevertheless,
shows an expansion of the I-and-I consciousness in which Rastas are not just participants
in Jah’s divinity by being Jah’s children, but that they become the spiritual dwelling place
of Jah.
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Like Owens, Leonard Barrett interviewed Rastas after the news of Selassie’s
death. In analyzing how Rastas view Selassie’s divinity considering the reports that he is
dead, Barrett notes:
The Rastafarians saw Haile Selassie as a real messiah in the flesh until
August 1975, but in the spiritual body since his death. His spiritual
presence is with them and all they do. He is a supreme being of the cult to
whom prayers are made hymns are sung and around whom a sizeable body
of myth is developed. 25
Barrett’s comment does not only capture the existential problem posed by the news of
Selassie’s death, but it shows a nascent reconceptualization of his divinity. Barrett further
notes that “The returned Messiah in the flesh, he is now even more powerful in the spirit
– a belief central to the movement.” 26 The transformation in Rastafari thinking about
Selassie transitioning from God in the flesh to a spiritual body sets the foundation for Jah
becoming interiorized within the body of the Rasta.
Towards the end of the 1970s, Ernest Cashmore offered a purely sociological
analysis of the Rastafari community’s reaction to the death of Selassie. Using Peter
Berger’s and Thomas Luckmann’s notion of nihilation, he argues:
Once in command of a rationalised interpretation of the death the
individual Rasta could, through reasoning, persuade others of its validity
and reaffirmed their ability to discover the truth when all about them were
struggling in ignorance. 27
Although Cashmore provides a robust theoretical framework in his analysis of the Rastas’
rationalization of knowledge, he does not explore what conceptual tools or cultural
resources they used in this process of validation. The absence of this analysis gives the
impression that the Rastas lacked an epistemological or ontological basis for affirming
the immortality of Jah.
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Ivor Morrish briefly discusses the theological problem that the death of Selassie
posed for Rastas. Although brief, he analyzes the issue in both sociological and religious
terms. First, he interprets the Rastas’ reaction to Selassie’s death as another example of
the many stories of hero-gods who had died but believed to be coming back to life at
some point in the future (Nero redivivus, Christus redivivus, and now Negus redivivus). 28
Morrish then posits that the logic underlining the view of some Rastas is that the spirit of
Jah can exist outside of the physical body of Jah: “Man can destroy the physical body of
the ‘Divine,’ but not the divine spirit itself.” 29 While he highlights the existence of the
divine and omnipotent spirit, he does not mention the dwelling place of Jah’s spirit or if
Jah still impacts the material world. For him, the idea that Selassie transformed from
flesh to spirit is part of an emerging “Rastafarian eschatology,” however, such an analysis
seems heavily skewed towards a Christian theological interpretation rather than a
Rastafari-centered analysis. 30
The “Mystic Revelation” of Rastafari that Dennis Forsythe advanced in the 1980s
was a response to the widespread misunderstanding about Rastas and the mounting
ridicule against them that their God is dead. 31 Forsythe expands on the Rastafari “I
consciousness” to the existence of the eternal Jah within the individual. In his assessment,
Jah lives eternally as the Creator and Almighty but manifests Jahself in mystical unions
such as Jah-Selassie, Jah-nature, and Jah-man, thus “Jah is not dead, but governs the
Universe now just as in the days of old.” 32 Selassie, then, was only one of the many
manifestations of the mystical union. As Forsythe further argues, Selassie was the
seventy-second and last reincarnation of the Spirit of Jah, and the true Rastas are now the
collective expression of the same “Universal God Spirit” (Jah). 33
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Forsythe’s work provides a profound analysis of Selassie becoming God and Jah
living eternally. While I build on these interpretations throughout the dissertation, his
views on Jah as an independent being from Haile Selassie runs counter to the dominant
Rastafari view that Haile Selassie I is Alpha and Omega, Jah without beginning or
ending. 34 Nevertheless, his use of the I consciousness (referred to as the I-and-I
epistemology throughout this dissertation) is an essential theoretical intervention for
understanding spirit, power, and Jah in relation to the body of the Rasta.
Despite these initial observations that Rastas believe that Selassie took on a
spiritual form or that Jah the eternal spirit became a part of them, very few scholars have
theorized how Selassie remained God from the perspective of Jah becoming a part of the
Rasta’s body. This lack of attention to the reconceptualizing their deity as a living being
in spiritual form partly comes from the scholarly preoccupation with Rastafari as a social
and political movement. It is also a reflection that many scholars consider the divinity of
Selassie a foregone conclusion, thus not need to be theorized. A consequence of this lack
of theorization is the persistent, but incorrect view that Rastafari does not have a concept
of the spirit, and thus is an ambiguously African-derived religion.
While Barry Chevannes demonstrates that Rastafari emerged from Revivalism
and retained many of its practices, like herbalism, drumming, and divination, he contends
that Rastas have repudiated the idea of spirit and spirit possession. 35 Chevannes bases his
assertion on the “reformist” activities of the Youth Black Faith (YBF) members in the
1940s, who wanted to give Rastafari a distinctive identity by “purging” the remaining
elements of Revivalism. 36 Yet, it is not completely clear that the YBF Rastas managed to
erase all aspects of its Revivalist past even if they rejected it verbally. Since Chevannes’
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ethnographic account focuses on the social origins of Rastafari, we know little from his
account about his interlocutors’ reaction to the news of Selassie’s ouster and death.
However, his work shows that Rastas developed an ambivalent view of spirit and spirit
possession. Since the Rastas’ ambivalence is not a total rejection of spirit and spirit
possession as ontological categories or possibilities, a closer examination of how they
mediate these categories is necessary especially as it relates to the God-human
relationship and Jah becoming the spirit.
Noel Erskine in From Garvey to Marley: Rastafari Theology argues, “it is quite
clear that the Rastas’ focus on Haile Selassie as Christ-returned has not left any room for
engagement of the spirit. This focus rather than engagement with African cosmology –
which would of necessity force them to deal with the spirit world – allows Rastas to keep
intact their patriarchal worldview.” 37 Although Erskine recognizes the “intersubjectivity”
between Jah and the Rasta encapsulated in the “I and I” consciousness, he still raises the
question: “To what extent may we regard Rastafari as an African-derived religion?” 38
The implication here is that the absence of the spirit in an Afro-Caribbean religion could
lead to the “de-Africanization” of that religion. If indeed, as Paul Johnson outlines, spirit
possession is a founding anthropological category within the Afro-Atlantic world, then
Erskine’s conclusion implicates Rastafari as an “other” amongst Afro-Caribbean
religions. 39 But, as Chevannes shows, Rastafari cannot be divorced from its “spirit-filled”
religious heritage. It is because of the centrality of spirit and spirit possession in AfroAtlantic religious discourse why this study takes the challenge to Rastafari spiritual
cosmology seriously and argues strongly against the prevailing assumption that it lacks
an engagement with the spirit.
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In Three Eyes for the Journey: African Dimensions of Jamaican Religious
Experience, Dianne Stewart offers a mediating position concerning the “linkages and
severances between Rastafari and African-derived religion.” 40 Stewart theorizes that, “As
Rastafari became more routinized as a movement, it problematized the mystical
spirituality associated with divination and spirit possession in favor of a mysticism
associated with ganja smoking, “reasoning,” and locked hair.” 41 For her, Rastas’ rejection
of spirit possession and divination severs an essential connection to Africa-derived
religious traditions. Instead of concluding that Rastafari is not an African-derived
religion, she argues:
Rastafari anthropology reinterprets aspects of African-derived religions
pertaining to spirit possession or divine incarnation. In African-derived
religions, members of the Divine Community are incarnated in the bodies
of their devotees for the express purpose of assisting the individual and
community in eradicating problems and pursuing freedom, whereas Rastas
claim that each Rasta is a temple for divine in-dwelling. In this regard,
Rastafari anthropology is deeply informed by biblical Christology. Just as
Jesus shared in Jah’s divinity, Rastas and, to be sure, all Africans share in
Jah’s divinity. 42
While Stewart correctly identifies the Rastafari claim that Jah dwells within them, she,
however, does not explain the nature of Jah or how this indwelling occurs. Noticeably
absent from her analysis is Haile Selassie’s position as the indwelling Jah. Yet it is the
transition of Selassie from flesh to spirit that creates the possibility for Rastas to claim
that their bodies are vessels of Jah.
Jeanne Christensen also argues that Rastafari “did not break with the fundamental
understandings of African-derived religiosity” but “rework African-derived
epistemology.” 43 She explains that in the reworking of the African-derived elements,
Rastas replaced spirit possession with reasoning “in order to provide a more assertive
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challenge to new social and economic conditions of urbanization and modernization
experienced by the Jamaican peasantry during the first decades of the twentieth
century.” 44 Christensen does not entirely disregard the idea of spirit in Rastafari. Instead,
she argues that Rastas embrace a single, permanently embodied spirit (presumably Jah),
who they experience in ritual dance and reasoning. 45 While I agree with Christensen on
the point of a singular embodied spirit in Rastafari, her analysis, like Stewart’s, does not
fully account for how the “embodiment” occurs and Selassie’s divinity concerning the
unity of humans and Jah.
While this dissertation builds on these analyses, it pushes beyond the myopic
view of how Afro-Caribbean religious devotees, and especially Rastas, conceptualize
spirit and spirit possession. In what follows is a retheorizing of divine presence, power,
and spirits within the Afro-Caribbean religious field. Using Rastafari as one of the last
religions to emerge in the colonial Caribbean, the work offers the concept of divine
envesselment as a more dynamic way to engage the process by which spirit deities
permanently become a part of the body, and the body as a receptacle for divine power.
Furthermore, it seeks to recast and clarify the process by which Jah became the spirit that
dwellings within the body of Rastas. As a link to Afro-Caribbean intellectual history, I
explain how African religious ideas, such as power and spirit, become localized and
interpreted within Rastafari, thus establishing it as an African-derived religious
expression.

12

Definition of Key Conceptual Terms
Throughout this dissertation, I focus on three main concepts throughout this dissertation:
“Spirit,” “Power,” and “Divine Evesselment.” Each of these concepts relates to the
scholarly discussions in Rastafari studies, and more generally, to conversations in the
study of African diasporic religions about continuities and discontinuities between
African traditional religions and African-derived religions. By focusing on these three
concepts, the dissertation demonstrates that Rastafari conceptualization of the spirit and
power is both continuous and discontinuous with its revivalist past and broader traditional
African cosmologies. The Rastafari belief in the transformation of His Imperial Majesty
Emperor Haile Selassie I Jah Rastafari from a bodily form to spirit form that lives within
each Rastafari provides the basis for examining how Rastafari ritualization of the power
of Jah within them.

Spirit
The notion of spirit is an integral part of African traditional and African-derived
religions. Spirits are at the center of African and African-derived cosmologies: they
create, guide, and empower. I use spirit in the sense of a life-force of divine origin. I also
use it in reference to the invisible (the non-somatic) form of the deity. Moreover, my
focus on the spirit in this dissertation, as noted from the literature review, troubles an
already vexing situation as much as it uncovers what some scholars conclude to be the
glaring lack of spirit in Rastafari. The dissertation makes clear that Jah is the Irit (Spirit)
who lives eternally and omnipotently in humans.

13

Power
The word power within the context of the dissertation is mystical/spiritual agency and
authority, which emanates from the presence of Jah within the Rasta. As one Rasta told
Owens, “For the Son is a man in the flesh so that all people are to respect son. For in man
lies the power of God.” 46 Power conjectures the way the spirit works within the human
body in which the divine is envesseled. Power as a signifier of divine presence is in
keeping with the general formulation of power in African and African-derived religions.
In these traditions, notions of power, such as ashe in Yoruba religion, represents the
divine presence and spiritual energy, which permeates everything. 47 Power is life force,
spiritual energy, creative force. Similarly, in Rastafari, Jah becomes the life-giving
presence, and because dwells within them, the body of the Rasta becomes the locus of
power. Each Rasta has authority because Jah gives divine power to all. My focus on
power also exposes how assumptions of egalitarianism, especially as intimated by the
Rastafari idea of complementarity, often masks asymmetrical relations of power
concerning gender within the religion.

Divine Envesselment
I use the term divine envesselment to capture the indwelling of Jah within the body of
each Rasta, that is, the body becoming a receptacle of divine power. Terry Rey coined the
word envesselment “to explain the key belief that just as bottles, gourds, graves, trees,
temples, churches, and amulets serve as vessels for the containment of supernatural
power, so, too, do human bodies.” 48 Although envesselment is not a Rastafari term, it is a
useful framework to bring conceptual order to what Rastas mean by Oneness or I-and-I.
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Moreover, it gestures towards the broader Africana context of spirit/divine presence/God
in material things while at the same time allowing me to talk about the body as one such
material “thing” that serves as a container for supernatural power.
Although my focus is on spirit/power interaction at the site of the human body, I
deploy divine envesselment instead of embodiment to expand the conversation about
spirit and power within Rastafari as part of an African cultural tradition of spirit within
the material. Because Jah’s power and Jah spirit manifests in nature, words, music,
drums, and not just in the body of the Rasta, envesselment seems to be a more
appropriate term to capture this presence of the Jah. The body is essential, but it is not an
exclusive vessel. Similarly, the use of divine envesselment instead of spirit possession, as
discussed in Chapter 5, underscores the permanence of Jah’s indwelling while, at the
same time, preserves the Rastas’ consciousness even as they become the vessels of divine
power.

Methods and Methodological Considerations
Fieldwork
On April 13, 2019, I started my formal ethnographic study of Rastafari by observing and
participating in the annual Empress Menen Day celebration hosted by the Rastafari
Council of Chicago. I had learned about this event through the Council’s Facebook page,
and though only a few days before, I drove the nearly 760 miles from Temple University
to Frontline Books in Hyde Park, Chicago. Empress Menen Day is one of the big
celebrations in the Rastafari liturgical calendar (see Appendix A). It commemorates
Empress Menen Asfaw, who was not only Haile Selassie’s wife but the “Mother of
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Creation” in Rastafari. The event also recognizes women in the community who, like
Empress Menen, are humanitarians and community advocates. Attending this event was
important because it gave me a chance to follow the Rastafari ritual calendar. More
importantly, I forged relationships with some Rastas, who did not only connect me with
the Rastafari community in the Maryland-Washington, D.C. area, but they became
individuals with whom I have interacted over the last twelve months.
By April 21, 2019, I was on a flight from Baltimore to Fort Lauderdale to meet
Ras Iyah V for my first formal interview. He is one of the leading Rastafari figures and
marijuana advocates, who at the time served as a member of the Jamaican Cannabis
Licensing Authority and Chairman of the Westmoreland Hemp and Ganja Farmers
Association. On a personal level, he is a family friend and a member of my home
community in Jamaica. While making plans over WhatsApp with him for me to conduct
a formal interview, Iyah V shared that he would be in the United States. Since he would
be in the U.S., I figured it would be beneficial for me to get a head start and interview
here. The visit to south Florida morphed into an unintended but productive field
experience. In addition to the two-hour-long interview with Iyah V, I had the opportunity
to interact with his colleague and accomplished Rastafari author I. Jabulani Tafari. The
interactions provided insights into aspects of their everyday life, such as doing business,
the importance of drinking alkaline water, and disunity among Rastas.
Eventually, I returned home in the summer to Jamaica to continue my fieldwork
as a participant-observer and interviewer. My summer trip was the third time that I had
gone back to Jamaica during 2019. I visited both in January and February as part of my
pre-fieldwork to make contacts with the Rastafari Indigenous Village in Montego Bay,
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and reason with some of the Rastas in my hometown of Little London. I spent four weeks
during the summer conducting interviews, attending Rastafari events, and reasoning (and
informally interviewing) with Rastas at multiple locations. I interviewed and reasoned
with Rastas at their homes, workplaces, and even casually in the late evening at my
grandfather's grocery store, which functions as a social space within the community. I
participated in a Nyahbinghi to celebrate His Majesty’s birthday at the Pitfour
Nyahbinghi Community Center in Pitfour, St. James Parish. I spent most of my time
visiting this location and spoke with some of the Rastas there. I also visited the Rastafari
Indigenous Village and participated in a Rasta-led environmental protest.
I mention these three experiences to underscore that my methodology, though it
entails ethnographic techniques of participant observation and interviews, it does not
follow the traditional anthropological approach in which the ethnographer enters a
community for a long period and becomes enmeshed in the life of the people. My method
involves visits to multiple sites over two countries within a relatively short period. While
I do not claim to be an “insider” to Rastafari life and culture, I grew up interacting with
Rastas in my rural community in Jamaica. During my high school days, I frequently spent
hours reasoning (perhaps debating) with a Rastafari member of staff about the livity and
Selassie’s divinity. The basic cultural competence and grasp of Rastafari folk concepts
made it possible to conduct the fieldwork aspect of the study in a contracted timeframe.
Although a “baldhead,” my Jamaican identity gave me relatively easy access to
Rastafari spaces where Rastas treated me a “native” who Jah was calling to “heed fully
the voice of Rastafari.” 49 Such a welcoming approach forced me to balance my feeling of
becoming sympathetic with the need to maintain an “objective” scholarly distance.

17

Furthermore, the availability of vast information on Rastafari through scholarly books,
videos, and social media platforms lessened the need for me to spend months observing
Rastas within their various communities.
My approach is, in part, a multi-sited ethnography. Within the United States I
attended the Empress Menen Day celebration in Chicago. I participated in the Coronation
Day celebrations organized by the Baltimore-based Rastafari group IDOR at the
Ethiopian Embassy in Washington, D.C. I also visited the homes of Rastas in Baltimore
to reason and to participate in various celebrations such as the giving of ises (praises) in
commemoration of the Battle of Adwa. In Brooklyn, New York, I attended Sunday
services over two months at the Church of Haile Selassie I, during which time I
participated in Rastalogy classes and conversed with some of the members and priests.
Because my focus is on a theoretical concept and how members of a thoroughly
heterogeneous movement formulate and enact it, traversing multiple sites enabled me to
gain a wide range of Rastafari perspective of spirit, power, and Jah dwelling in the body.
My transnational trod as a “mobile ethnographer” enabled me to observe how
Rastas reconstitute and practice their belief system across rural Jamaica and within the
Caribbean diaspora here in the United States. 50 I found that Jamaican cultural elements
play a significant role in the structure of the Rastafari communities I visited in the United
States. For example, one of the preachers at the Church of Haile Selassie, who, judging
from his accent, was not a Jamaican, made every effort to integrate the Jamaican
language in his sermon. It was not an attempt to connect the majority Jamaican audience.
Instead, it was an indication of the fact that Rastafari language and symbolism cannot be
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divorced entirely from their Jamaican roots. Therefore, I ground my analysis of Rastafari
throughout this project in the Afro-Jamaican cultural milieu from which it emerged.
A multi-sited approach allowed me to engage various Rastafari communities, and
thus capture the diversity in their beliefs and practices. My discussion throughout this
study captures some of this diversity, and at times, appears to conflict with the main
argument of Rastas coming to terms with Jah as the spirit that dwells within. The tension
is critical to guard against a monolithic view of Rastafari. However, I find that, despite
some nuances, the Rastas from the various communities with whom I reasoned, all agree
that Selassie is the living God, and Jah in the flesh.
Another significant component of my ethnographic method is the analysis of
Rastafari documents and art. During my visits to the various locations, I encountered and,
in some instances, collected books, magazines, and pamphlets produced by Rastas. For
example, Jabulani gave me several copies of Roots Magazine to help with my research.
The magazine published original content on Rastafari current affairs. It enjoys a wide
readership throughout the United States and the Caribbean. I first got a copy of the
magazine from Frontline Bookstore in Chicago as a complimentary gift before meeting
its editor Jabulani at his store in South Florida. While in Jamaica, Ras Bobby’s daughter
gave me her father’s copy of Yasus Afari’s Overtanding Rastafari. Over the course of my
fieldwork, I got several other original publications by Rastas including the Rastalogy
from the Church of Haile Selassie, Sister Asantewaa’s Empress Menen Chronicles, and
Dr. Deena-Marie Beresford’s (Mama Wolete) book on Yeshimabet. These Rastafari texts
are important primary documents from which I could extract historical and contemporary
perspectives on Rastafari as well as a place in conversation with the scholarly literature.
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I noticed that photographs and artistic depictions of Selassie were present at every
Rastafari site I visited. Rastas decorated their homes with the pictures donned them on
their clothing and displayed them within the worship spaces. This display of visual piety
caught my attention. My probing of the presence of Selassie’s pictures on the Rastas’
clothing or in their personal space led me to the home studio of Rastafari visual and
graphics artist Ras Iyosef Melku Tafari. I wanted to understand the significance of
images (i-traits) of Selassie to Rastas. I observed some of his work and dialogued with
him about his art. I realized that the pictures of Selassie formed an integral part of how
Rastas conceptualize his divinity and memorialize him as an envesseled being. Even
when Rastas reproduce the photographs for commercial purposes, the depictions encode
important meanings about Jah and Rastas. I had the opportunity to collect several
pictures, works of art, and items bearing the image of Selassie. By amassing and handling
books, magazines, brochures, and artwork, I have been able to link Rastafari material
culture with their conceptualization of Jah dwelling within them and their body as the
vessel of Jah.
Additionally, I conducted formal interviews and reasoned with several Rastafari
interlocutors. Only three of the interviews followed the questionnaire that I had prepared
before the launch of my fieldwork (see Appendix B). Many of the Rastas were willing to
talk with me and very supportive of my research. Still, they expressed a preference to
speak freely without the conversation feeling like an interrogation. I respected their wish
and spoke with them at length about Rastafari philosophy of life, belief in Haile Selassie
I, the marijuana industry, reparations, and their desire to return home to Africa. These
“non-structured sessions” evolved into what Rastas call reasoning. In the ritual context, it
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is a lengthy dialogic and communal session on various topics, which in most cases
involve the smoking of marijuana. 51 But it is also the encounter between individuals in
which a conversation focuses on life experiences or “reality.” 52 Reasoning is equally an
ethnographic technique similar to formal interviews. This form of reasoning as a method
includes Carole Yawney’s use of “ganja mnemonics” to retain information from the ritual
sessions while under the influence of cannabis, as well as the spontaneous and engaged
dialogue between the research and the interlocutors. 53
A few scholars have commented on the necessity and value of going with the flow
when engaging Rastafari interlocutors. 54 For example, Joseph Owens outlines his method
as follows:
My method in taping these interviews was highly non-directive. I would
start them off with a very open-ended question, such as, ‘How did you
first come to recognize Haile Selassie as divine?’ and often enough I did
not have to say another word, for they would go on to fill up a sixty or
ninety-minute tape with a mélange of reflections, meditations, prayers and
reasonings on all aspects of their faith. 55
In Owens’ approach, the open-ended question was merely the primer. While I also
experienced the free flow of information after the interlocutor reaches into his space of
consciousness, a few of the interactions involved a back-and-forth exchange of ideas.
Charles Price’s use of life stories to frame his ethnogenesis of Rastafari also highlights
the need to go with the flow of the information: “Although I ask questions, the narrator
chooses what to tell and how.” 56 The upside to this approach is that it allows the
interlocutors the opportunity to narrate history as they recall it. However, the flood of
information is sometimes totally unrelated to the research. Nevertheless, the open-ended
interview style creates a communicative context in which interlocutors are empowered to
share freely without feeling of being interrogated by the researcher.
21

Digital Archival Research
I engaged in digital archival research to analyze and reconstruct a history of the AfroJamaican religious field, and Rastafari’s emergence in it during the early twentieth
century. As a recent method, digital archival research involves the use of online
databases, digital libraries, websites, electronic storage media to access and analyzed
digitalized files. 57 The main digital repositories that I used for this research include: the
Newspaper Archives of the Gleaner, British Online Archive, British Newspaper Archive,
the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, Google Books, and the HathiTrust Digital
Library. Each of these sources allowed me to access relevant documents easily, some of
course, required nominal access or membership fee.
Although digital archival research takes away the experience of handling
historical materials, it provides the researcher with the advantage of remotely accessing
numerous documents in a convenient and time-effective way. Because most databases
and digital libraries have search codes that allow the researcher to focus on documents by
subject, keywords, date, and location, all the relevant material can be access efficiently. A
downside of digital archival research is that not all institutions have been digitalized their
holdings. I encountered this problem with both the Jamaica Archives in Spanish Town
and the British National Archives. The Jamaica Archives does not have digitalized
records, and the British Archives has digitalized just 5% of its repository. 58 While both
places offer a retrieval and digitalization service, I found the process to be timeconsuming and costly when several files are requested. 59 Nonetheless, once the relevant
material is available, the digital archival research method allowed me to search, assess,
and use historical information conveniently.
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Like the traditional archival research, the use of historical documents (diaries,
letters, newspapers, government records) requires scrutiny because they often preserve
the perspective of the elite class, and not necessarily the views of the underclass. The
awareness of the colonial bias in the historical documents on Jamaican religion and
culture is crucial when analyzing the history of Rastafari in Jamaica, given that it was
mostly an oral tradition during the early years. In my use of newspaper sources to
construct the history of Rastafari, I compared the information with the Rastafari oral
histories from written ethnographic accounts. When possible, I cross-referenced the
information with my interlocutors, especially Iyah V, given his vast knowledge and
longstanding involvement in Rastafari. The use of multiple sources to cross-check
information helped to highlight the “situatedness” of knowledge and politics of historymaking.

Theoretical Perspective
The study does not rely on a single theory. Instead, it employs a broad conceptual
framework that allows for Rastafari ideas to be explained from their perspective. In other
words, I analyze the notion of spirit, power, and divine envesselment (the dwelling of Jah
in the body) from an African-centered epistemological standpoint, which foregrounds
Rastafari ethos, ideas, symbols, knowledge construction, and lived experience. The
scholarly approach of seeing from the perspective of the religious community being
studied is well-established in some of the early ethnographic and anthropological
literature. 60 E.E. Evans-Pritchard in Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic Among the Azande
argues that Azande belief in witchcraft constitutes its own logic and should be explained
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from the epistemological standpoint of the locals instead of an exclusive Eurocentric
perspective.
Similarly, Placide Tempels’ Bantu Philosophy shows that a robust explanatory
framework emerges by assuming and working from the perspective of the natives. The
invocation of Evans-Pritchard and Tempels is not to prove that Rastafari is a logical
system of thought, rather it is to highlight the importance of anchoring theoretical
analyses in the lived experience and processes of knowledge construction and validation
of the community. An analysis from the perspective of the Rastafari community does not
mean that the research is purely descriptive. It is not a simple narration of what Rastas
believe, but a deconstruction and contextualization of how they arrive at their views and
the implications for their community.
In this respect, an African-centered epistemological theoretical perspective
focuses on the modes of thought, folk concepts, and multiple and discursive cultural
practices of Africana people. It is an attempt to understand the construction of spirituality
(ideas and practices) from the standpoint of African people. What is this theoretical
perspective relevant to Rastafari? First, Rastafari is an African-derived and Africancentered religious expression that is native to the island of Jamaica. As mentioned earlier
and discussed in more significant details in Chapter 3, the roots of Rastafari are to be
found in the Afro-Jamaican Revival-Myal-Kumina complex.
Rastafari is not merely an idealization of Africa. It is an extension of various
African cultural, cosmological, ontological, and epistemological modalities. Leahcim
Tufani Semaj rightly contends that “The Rastafarian way of life thus represents a
conscious departure from participation in an alien culture and a reconstruction of an
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African cultural orientation in terms of worldview, ethos, and ideology.” 61 Semaj
describes Rastafari as a reconstruction of African to account for the fact that slavery and
colonialization severed important cultural continuities. Rastas see themselves as exiled
Africans and not as Afro-Jamaicans. 62 This distinction is a radical epistemological and
ontological shift from the acceptance of creolized and diasporic African identities. Peter
Tosh echoes this viewpoint in his lyrics: “Don’t care where you come from, as long as
you a black man [or black woman], you are an African.” 63 Because Rastas assume an
African-centered epistemology position, this dissertation takes that epistemic stance.
Within this African-centered epistemological framework, I identify and discuss issues of
race, class, gender, resistance to colonial domination, and, most importantly, Rastafari
engagement with various aspects of African Traditional Religions and African-derived
Religions in the Caribbean.

Dissertation Structure
This dissertation has five chapters. Chapter Two maps the contours of the Jamaican
religious field, from the time the indigenous people of the Caribbean arrived in the region
to the coming of Europeans, the enslavement of Africans, and the emergence of Rastafari
in the postemancipation period. The chapter outlines the main elements of the Jamaican
religious field and the historical shifts that gave rise to it. Here I offer a historical analysis
of the conditions (material, social, and ideological) that shaped the existence and nature
of the Jamaican religious field rather than the localization or formation of every religion
in Jamaica. The (re)construction of a Jamaican religious field is necessary to explicate the
continuities and discontinuities between the indigenous beliefs of Africa and the African-
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derived religions of the Caribbean. I use Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of the religious field
to capture how people, through their interactions (power, authority, and agency), create,
contest, and legitimate the socio-religious order.
In Chapter Three, I examine the emergence of Rastafari in twentieth-century
Jamaica, focusing on its social, and theological. The chapter demonstrates that Rastafari
as an African-derived system of thought that developed from the Myal-Revival-Kumina
religious complex, and the doctrine of Ethiopianism as manifested in the teachings of
Marcus Garvey and pan-Africanism. I argue that these ideological antecedents provided
Rastas the framework to engage the racist and imperialistic structures of twentiethcentury Jamaica. They also provided the cosmological setting for the emergence of a
divine figure in the person of Emperor Haile Selassie I as well as the ontological and
epistemological blueprint for the proclamation of the indwelling of the divine in humans
and the power that comes from such as indwelling.
Haile Selassie I is not only an idealized figure but the living God whom Rastas
place at the center of their cosmology and ritual life. As such, Chapter Four discusses the
process of Selassie’s deification by examining Rastas’ use of images (i-traits) of Selassie.
The use of pictures of Hailie Selassie in the earliest stages of Rastafari formation until the
present moment played a critical role in making words become flesh. In other words, the
first act of envesseling Jah involved the inculcation of images of His Majesty into the
consciousness of the people in Jamaica. The use of Images of Selassie had the
pedagogical function of helping people to visualize the person of whom Rastafari speak.
But these images serve an equally important purpose of helping to build and expand
Rastafari. A turn to Rastafari visual piety helps to explain the process by which an
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Ethiopian monarch would emerge as the god of a group of socio-economically
marginalized individuals in Jamaica.
Chapter Five focuses on the transition of Haile Selassie I as God in the flesh to the
divine spirit that dwells within the body of each Rasta. I discuss the theoretical and
theological basis for the emergence of a view that Jah is the indwelling spirit within the
body of the Rasta. I argue that the I-and-I consciousness provides the epistemological
basis for Rastafari conceptualization of Jah as the spirit dwelling within them, especially
after the death of Selassie in 1975. Here I outline a theory of envesselment, noting how it
differs from spirit possession, incarnation, and embodiment. The chapter also examines
Rastafari reactions to the news of Selassie’s death and proposes that their assertion of Jah
becoming a part of them is a theodicy of resistance. But as discussed in the chapter, the
dwelling of Jah within the body does not provide a reprieve from the theological
dissonance caused by the death of Selassie but enables the Rastas to claim divine power.
In Chapter Six, I expand on the Rastafari embrace of Jah living within them as a
divine spirit, who empowers them. I argue that livity is the ritualization of divine power
in Rastafari. By using Catherine Bell’s discussion of ritualization and ritual activity, I
show that Rastafari livity is a strategic way of acting that demarcate their worldview,
symbols, and conduct from Babylon. The examination of livity as the ritualization of
divine envesselment brings into focus the social implications of the Rastafari reality of
Jah dwelling within the body. I focus on the issues of gender created by restrictions that
Rastas have placed on the conduct of Rastawomen, and how women are renegotiating
their place in the movement, considering that they too are vessels of Jah.
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Finally, Chapter Seven provides a brief summation of the critical points discussed
in this dissertation, and a reflection on the meaning of divine envesselment for Rastas as
they continue their trod in and out of Babylon. While Rastas have always maintained that
they are spiritually connected to all black people, I raise the idea of Jah dwelling within
each person as a basis for what they assert as becoming members of a new race.
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CHAPTER 2
A HISTORICAL AND THEORETICAL OVERVIEW OF THE AFROJAMAICAN RELIGIOUS FIELD

“Lord America a capture land
Di whole a Jamaica a capture land
A long time dem wah trick the Rastaman
Like dem no know say that man a real African.” 64
(Chronixx, “Capture Land,” 2014)
Introduction
The Rastaman and highly celebrated Jamaican reggae singer Chronixx uses the popular
but provocative framework of “capture land” to present a lyrical narration of the history
of Jamaica. Capture land takes on a double valence in Chronixx’s use of the term. First,
capture land accounts for the exilic condition of African people (all black people) in the
Americans (“Babylon”). Capture land also highlights the illegality of European
occupation. European colonization of the Americas led to the erasure of the native people
and the enslavement of Africans. Rastafari emerged in Jamaica with a focus on this
history of European atrocity and a challenge to the people of Jamaica to escape
imperialism. The history of contestation between captives and captors extends to every
aspect of the society, including the religious field in which African peoples battled
against European slavery and imperialism. This chapter offers a historical and theoretical
analysis of the conditions (material, social, and ideological) that give rise to and shape the
nature of the Jamaican society and particularly the “religious field.” 65
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Tainan: The First Inhabitants of Jamaica
The history of Jamaica begins with the arrival of the Taínos on the island in 650 CE. 66
The first known inhabitants of the Caribbean migrated to the islands from the mainland of
the Americas at least 7000 years before Christopher Columbus accidentally sailed to into
the “New World.” The migration of the indigenous people occurred in several waves.
Archeologists and ethnohistorians theorize that the indigenous people first migrated to
parts of Cuba, Borinquén (modern-day Puerto Rico), and the Bahamas before inhabiting
other Caribbean islands. The last wave of migration of the native people occurred from
500 BCE to 1000 CE. William Keegan and Lesley-Gail Atkinson suggest that Jamaica’s
first inhabitants, known today as the Taínos, arrived in two separate migrations sometime
after 700 CE and then around 1000 CE. 67
Columbus encountered the indigenous people of the Caribbean on every island
where he landed. The Taínos populated the large islands of the Greater Antilles, except
for Western Cuba, which the Guanahatabey people inhabited. The Kalinagos, or the
Caribs, lived on the smaller islands of the Lesser Antilles. The Caribs formed a barrier
between the Taínos and the natives of South America. The exact number of indigenous
people living in the Caribbean at the time of Columbus’ arrival is not known. In a letter
outlining his first voyage, Columbus records that the islands had numberless
inhabitants. 68 Although Fray Bartolomé de las Casas recorded his observation some forty
years after Columbus first landed in the Americas, his writings provide some of the
earliest demographic data of the native population. In Brevisima Relacion de la
Destruccion de las Indias, de las Casas records that the indigenous inhabitants of Jamaica
and Puerto Rico in 1509 numbered more than 600,000 but rapidly declined by 1542. 69
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When Columbus arrived in Guanahani (somewhere in the present-day Bahamas)
on October 12, 1492 (October 21, according to the Gregorian calendar), he initially
concludes that the indigenous people lacked religion. 70 In Columbus’ estimation, the
Taínos were too simple to have any concept of “religion.” However, he notes the Taínos’
favorable disposition to “religious instructions,” since they performed whatever religious
gestures the Europeans showed to them. Las Casas argues in his Defense that:
The Indian race is not that barbaric, nor are they dull-witted or stupid, but
they are easy to teach and very talented in learning all the liberal arts, and
very ready to accept, honor, and observe the Christian religion and correct
their sins (as experience has taught) once priests have introduced them to
the sacred mysteries and taught them the word of God. 71
Pope Alexander VI references in his 1493 papal bull, Inter Caetera divinai, this idea of
the indigenous people’s favorable disposition to the Christian faith as the impetus for
proselytization and colonial expansion in the Americas. 72 Columbus also concludes that
the indigenous are idolaters because they worshipped images (figuras). 73 The colonists’
“desire” to convert the indigenous people to Christianity is a recurring theme in the
Spanish writings of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The imposition of European
Christianity on the indigenous people set the foundation for the religious contestation,
accommodation, and hybridity that would characterize Caribbean life over the next five
hundred years. The colonists presented the desire to convert the indigenous people to
Christianity as the reason for conquest. Las Casas’s writings showed that religion was, in
reality, an afterthought. 74
The shift in the colonists’ view from the indigenous people as having no religion
to them having primitive religion and eventually false religion occurred as the Spanish
became more aware of the indigenous people’s way of life. The vacillation in European
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thought about other people’s beliefs and practices reflect its growing tendency during the
so-called “Age of European Discovery” to universalize European culture and
Christianity. Europeans established the mode of comparative religion by using
Christianity as the exemplar to judge all other practices. 75 The ability to (re)name and
(re)categorize is a form of symbolic power. Europeans determined the ontological and
human value of the indigenous people by formulating constructs, categories, and
classifications. The power to name was an act of symbolic violence. The use of the
category religion became one of the most powerful tools in legitimizing Christianity and
otherizing indigenous and African practices in the Jamaican religious field.
The writings of Fray Ramón Pané, Fray Bartolome de Las Casas, Peter Martyr
d’Anghera, Francisco López de Gómara, and Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés are
the earliest documented sources on the religious beliefs and practices of the indigenous
people in the Caribbean. This body of writing represents the earliest theory of religion in
the Caribbean and, as Silvio Torres-Saillant suggests, the beginning of Caribbean
intellectual history. 76 There is no written document by the indigenous people. The
reliance on European sources means that the European biases shape the presentation of
Caribbean history. The need to rely on European accounts of the early colonial period is
one of the significant limitations in constructing Caribbean historiography. An analysis of
the attitude of the chroniclers toward the indigenous people’s way of life, belief, and
practices is an important step toward understanding how (colonial) power structures the
religious field. These chroniclers both clarified and distorted information about the
people they met in the Caribbean. While most of their observations came from interacting
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with Taínos on Hispaniola, the beliefs and practices were common to other Tainan
populations throughout the Caribbean.
Pané accompanied Columbus on his second voyage in 1492. Apart from
Columbus’ record in the Diario, Pané’s work is perhaps the first ethnographic account of
the indigenous people’s system of belief and practice. Columbus requested that Pané live
among and study the beliefs and practices of the indigenous people in Hispaniola. In his
Account of the Antiquities of the Indians, Friar Pané records,
I, Fray Ramon, a humble friar of the Order of Saint Jerome, am writing
what I have been able to discover and understand of the beliefs and
idolatries of the Indians and of how they worship their gods, by order of
the illustrious Lord Admiral and Viceroy and Governor of the Islands and
Mainland of the Indies. I will now consider these matters in this present
account. In worshipping the idols they keep at home, which they call
zemis, each one observes a particular manner and superstition. They
believe that he is in heaven and is immortal, and that no one can see him,
and that he has a mother. 77
Pané’s account is the first step away from the view that the indigenous people of the
Caribbean had no religion. Despite the detailed accounts of the beliefs and practices of
the Taínos, Pané concludes that the people were idolatrous. The Spaniards’ categorization
of the indigenous people’s belief system as idolatry bolstered the need for Catholic
missionaries to teach the people. The use of “idolatry” as a category to describe the
indigenous people provided the Spaniards an explanatory framework that accounted for
beliefs that seemed similar to Christianity. For example, the belief in a single, invisible
deity living in the heavens. 78 For Pané, the indigenous people were misguided and in
need of Christian religious instruction. Las Casas also acknowledges the similarity
between the Taínos and Christians on the view of God. He, however, cautions that the
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Taínos have allowed errors to intrude into the universal knowledge that God revealed to
them. 79
These errors, from the European perspective, constituted the scope of idolatry that
the word of God must be used to uproot. But the acknowledgment of the Taínos belief in
a single God as part of the universal knowledge suggests that there was hope for them
since they already believed in the “unknown God.” The Spaniards’ assumption of the
Taínos belief in unqualified monotheism was incorrect. Taínos acknowledged a supreme
being, but they also had a complex network of spirits, cemís (zemis), and cemified
ancestors. Francisco López de Gómara, in his General History of the Indies, takes a
slightly different view about the seeming monotheism, stating that the devil is the
principal God along with countless other idols. 80
The repeated accounts of the docility or receptivity of the indigenous people to
Euro-Christian religious instructions and conversion obscured the significant degree of
symbolic and physical violence involved in the missionizing process. The process was
fraught with violence from the beginning because the Europeans dismissed the Tainan
people as devoid of religion or lacking true religion. Even in his passionate theological
defense of the “Indians,” Las Casas maintained the view that the indigenous people are
idolaters. Moreover, the cosmological system of the Taínos was largely incongruent with
the European idea of religion. Tainan cosmology centered on cemís, which the Europeans
considered to be idols. The cemís were Tainan spirits and icons that channeled power
from the cosmos to the caciques and chiefs. The Taínos used the cemís to organize
political and social life. 81 Several of the Tainan rulers resisted the proselytizing power of
the Spaniards by killing the missionaries and burning their settlement. The European
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backlash was brutal. The missionaries realized that the cemís focalized the Tainan
resistance against the Europeans and started a crusade against the Taínos by destroying
the cemís. The Spaniards burned, fed to dogs, or beheaded the Tainan leaders who
resisted Spanish assault upon their system of worship. Pané justifies the use of physical
violence in the missionizing process whenever the Taínos, especially the caciques,
proved recalcitrant to embrace Christianity.

Tainan-African Contact
The history of contact and socio-cultural transformation in the Caribbean also includes
the interactions between the indigenous people and Africans. The nature of the
interaction between the indigenous people of the Caribbean and Africans varied. Some
Africans worked alongside the indigenous people as slaves, while some Africans
participated in Tainan oppression by taking on the role of plantation overseers. The most
significant contact between Taínos and Africans occurred in the context of the first
Maroon communities. While maroonage would become a characteristic feature of
African resistance against slavery, the Taínos were the first Maroons in Jamaica. The
Taínos fled to the mountains to form Maroon communities as part of their resistance to
colonial domination. Archaeological excavation at Nanny Town, a present-day Maroon
site, have produced ceramic artifacts overlap with the African Maroon settlement in the
area. 82 The Africans left behind by the Spanish in 1655 when the British invaded Jamaica
joined the Taino maroons and sustained guerrilla warfare against the British. Researchers
have turned to genetic analysis of the maroons to establish the Tainan ancestry of
Jamaican Maroons. Harcourt Fuller and Jada Benn Torres offer a tentative conclusion
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that “the most probable source of the non-African ancestry found within the Accompong
Town Maroon population is indigenous to the Caribbean and potentially from Taíno
ancestors.” 83 While the use of genetic analysis is exciting, if not most promising, the
ethnohistorical records provide the clearest indication of the African-Tainan interaction
within the context of maroonage.
What cultural impacts, if any, did Taínos and Africans make on each other?
William Keegan and Lisbeth Carlson explore the practice of Obeah as possible TainanAfrican connection. In the case of Jamaica, Keegan suggests the practice of making
dugout canoes from ceiba trees in Jamaica is an example of Tainan influence on Africans
that have continued into the modern period. 84 Keegan and Carlson also suggest that the
word Obeah comes from the Tainan word opía. 85 The derivation of Obeah from opía is
possible, but there are also many other possibilities, including the Twi words obayifo,
bayi, obeye, and the Ekik word ubio. 86 There are conceptual similarities between what the
Taínos called opia and the Afro-Caribbean belief system. The Taínos called the spirits of
the underworld opía. They also referred to a four-legged, wooden, and nocturnal walking
cemí as opiyelguobirán. Keegan and Carlson further suggest that the Taínos’ association
of opia with tropical bats is evidence of Taínos’ influence on the belief system of
Africans in the Caribbean. Even to this day, Jamaicans believe that the spirits of dead
people inhabit animals such as bats, lizards, and moths.

Sugar, Slavery and the Domination of Africans
Spanish rule over Jamaica ended on May 10, 1655, when British warships under the
command of Admiral William Penn and General Robert Venables sailed into Kingston
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Harbour. The British captured Jamaica from the Spanish as part of Oliver Cromwell’s
failed Western Design. Cromwell had hoped to have conquered a lot of Spanish America.
After the failure to take Hispaniola in 1654, the British pounced upon the nearly 1500
Spanish inhabitants in Jamaica. Carla Gardina Prestana summarizes the far-reaching
impact of the British annexation of Jamaica from the Spanish:
The conquest reconfigured the geopolitics of the central Caribbean,
opening it to non-Spanish colonizers and traders, pulling France into a
contest for regional supremacy and ultimately – after over a decade of
warfare – forcing Spain to accede to the English presence. Finally, the
conquest moved the Caribbean to the center of the Atlantic economy,
furthering the scope for slave-based production of tropical crops. An
English Jamaica changed the Caribbean, the Atlantic world, and England’s
imperial engagement irrevocably. 87
The change described by Prestana was the emergence of Jamaica as a significant sugar
production site in the fueling of British capitalism and, eventually, the industrial
revolution. The impact on geopolitics and economics radically changed the dynamics of
the Jamaican religious field. The extended period of British domination of Africans also
made this a period of increased contact, conflict, and contestation between Africans and
Europeans. British colonialism in the New World led to the expansion of the enslavement
of Africans, the entrenchment of plantation societies, racial suppression of African
culture and religion, and Christianization. Jamaica experienced changes in demographics,
the social order, and cultural production. The British controlled the colony through the
brutal system of slavery, anti-African legislations, and physical violence. Africans
resisted these forms of oppression through maroonage, slave uprisings, and the creation
of new cultural forms.
Before the British conquered Jamaica from the Spanish in 1655, the Spanish had
started the importation of Africans to be enslaved in the Caribbean. The Trans-Atlantic
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Slave Trade Database indicates that in 1501 European slave traders took 190 Africans
from the Senegambia region, but only 134 of them disembarked in the Spanish
Americas. 88 These Africans did not come directly from the African continent but were
individuals who had been enslaved in Spain. The Spanish Crown had initially forbidden
the direct importation of Africans to be slaves in the Americas out of concern that the
Africans would interfere with the indigenous people’s conversion to Catholicism by
introducing them to non-Christian practices. However, King Charles V subsequently
signed an asiento (contract to supply slaves) in 1518 that allowed for the direct
importation of enslaved Africans into the Americas. The asiento also catapulted the
Spanish importation of Africans into the Caribbean at an estimated rate of 4000 Africans
per year. 89 On the first slave voyage direct from Africa to the Americas, Europeans
shipped 404 Africans from Africa, but only 283 arrived in the Spanish Americas. 90
Hispaniola, Cuba, and Puerto Rico received most of the imported Africans, indicating the
economic importance of those colonies to the Spanish Crown. The Spanish paid little
attention to Jamaica after realizing that there was no gold there.
Most of the Spanish settlers fled to Cuba when the British annexed Jamaica in
1655. The slaves that the Spanish left behind formed Maroon communities in the hills of
St. Catherine. Clinton Black suggests that the Spanish intentionally left their slaves
behind with the hope that they would fight the English settlers until the Spanish governor
in Cuba dispatched a militia to retake the island. 91 The Spanish never reconquered the
island, despite numerous attempts to do so. In 1670, with the signing of the Treaty of
Madrid, Jamaica was officially given over to England. Once the British fully settled in
Jamaica, they transformed the island into a plantation society within which sugar
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production and slavery existed in a symbiotic relationship. A plantation society refers to
the spatial, economic, social, and political configuration of people and things around the
existence of the physical estate. Sugar production regulated every aspect of colonial
Jamaica, including the lives of enslaved Africans. Jamaica, like the other British West
Indian colonies, was commonly referred to as the British Sugar Islands. 92
The demand for sugar fueled the slave trade, and this led to the expansion of
plantations. Following the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713 and the transferring of the asiento
from France to England, Jamaica became a key transshipment hub for the slave trade
within the New World. The British used the island to supply slaves to the other
territories. But Jamaica was more than a distribution center. The number of plantations on
the island increased significantly. A map of Jamaica drawn in 1763 listed the plantation
owners in each parish. Judging from the owners listed on the map, Jamaica had no fewer
than 150 plantations. 93 James Robertson’s 1803 map of Jamaica shows that between 1796
and 1799, Jamaica had 814 sugar plantations. 94 These maps provide clear evidence of the
entrenchment of the plantation system in Jamaica following the British annexation of
Jamaica from Spain.
Plantation slavery had a catastrophic impact on African people (the enslaved) and
also on the environment. The construction of plantations required slashing and burning,
the felling of trees, and making artificial structures to enclose plants and animals.
Plantations not only enclosed land, animals, and crops, but they also enclosed the lives of
people, their history, and their culture. The British enslavers branded, tagged, and
identified the Africans whom they enslaved based on the name of the plantation or
plantation owner to which they belonged. 95 This practice of renaming Africans by use of
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plantation names tied the very name of Africans to the plantation life. After all, the
colonial society saw Africans as chattel, personal property. The social impact of the rise
of the plantations and the making of the plantation society can be observed in the spike in
slave importation and the rapid demographic transformation of Jamaica. A comparison of
the white to black population from 1660 to 1700 shows a growth in the number of
Africans from 500 to 42000. The white population was 3400 in 1660 and 7300 in 1700. 96
The eighteenth-century British historian and slaveowner Bryan Edwards reckons that by
1793 the black population of Jamaica was 250000 and the white population 30000. Of the
250000 blacks, 10000 were individuals of mixed blood and native blacks of free
condition. 97 The rise in the slave/African population represented the importance of
Jamaica to the British slave trading.
The British colonizers used enslaved Africans as both commodity and laborers to
satisfy market demands and generate enormous wealth. R.B. Sheridan’s analysis of slave
imports, sugar production, and sugar price indexes in Jamaica and London during 1731 to
1775 shows that “slave imports nearly doubled, sugar production increased by about 170
per cent, while the index of London sugar prices rose to between 176 and 199 in the third
quarter of the century.” 98 Edward opines:
The annual profit arising to the owner, from the labour of each able field
Negro employed in the cultivation of sugar, may be reckoned at twentyfive pounds sterling money. I reckon thus: A sugar plantation, well
conducted, and in a favourable soil, ought to yield as many hogsheads of
sugar, of 16 cwt. annually, as there are Negroes belonging to it, the
average value of which, for ten years past, may be sated as £.15 sterling
the hogshead… 99
The demand for sugar in Europe continued to increase and made the Caribbean the sugar
emporium of the world. As Eric Williams and Edward Baptist have shown, only cotton
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production in the Southern United States surpassed the levels of sugar production in the
Caribbean during the eighteenth century. 100
The slaveholders’ consideration of the value of a slave indexed against the slave’s
productivity was another marker of the market logic at play within the plantation society.
The slaveholders placed a market value on each slave, and this market value played a
decisive role in every transaction of the plantation. William Blake reports that by 1791
slaveholders priced an able man in his prime at £50, an able woman at £49, a youth
approaching manhood at £47, a young girl at £46, and an infant at £5. 101 The primary
consideration was the slave’s ability to work, such that in deciding to murder a slave,
slaveholders would calculate if they obtained sufficient return on their investment. The
Zong massacre illustrates this heartless economic calculation when considering the life of
African people. 102 The Zong was a slave ship making a voyage from West Africa to
Jamaica. When the crew met serious difficulties and ran short on drinking water, the
captain, Luke Collingwood, jettisoned 132 Africans between November 29 and
December 2, 1781. Because 442 Africans were insured as cargo under British maritime
insurance for £8000, the underwriters sought to recover their money for loss of property.
The economic logic of slavery held true to the very end of slavery when the Slave
Compensation Act of 1837 allowed for a £20,000,000 compensation package to
slaveowners for loss of property when the British finally abolished slavery.
To further illustrate the degree to which the slaveholders reduced Africans to the
status of property, a turn to Edwards’ description of the sugar plantation will suffice. He
begins by noting that “A sugar plantation consists of three great parts; the Lands, the
Building, and the Stock…” 103 After describing the land and the building, Edwards
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provides this detailed description of the stock of a medium plantation: “The stock on a
plantation of the magnitude described cannot prudently consist of less than two hundred
and fifty negroes, eighty steers, and sixty mules.” 104 The listing of negroes along with
animals is an indication of the ordinariness of listing Africans as part of plantation
property. The plantation bookkeepers did not register enslaved Africans as workers or
laborers but as part of the plantation assets. 105 Commodification is inherently a process of
dehumanization, and it entails stripping away one’s individuality, personhood, and
humanity. In the context of chattel slavery, dehumanization was the reduction of the
African to a beast of burden. David Walker’s popular jeremiad captures the degree of
dehumanization endured by African people in America but also applies to the condition
of all African people scourged by European enslavement. 106 Walker refers to African
people in the Americas as degraded, wretched, and abject because of the way the
enslavers treated Africans who white America held under the yoke of oppression. The
nature of oppression was of such an enormous degree that Walker echoes the wish that no
other person of color would endure this hardship.
Slaveholders used physical violence against the slaves to drive the plantation’s
profit-making. The enslaved Africans’ inability or unwillingness to work would be
“corrected” with lashes. The nineteenth-century Jamaican historian William James
Gardner reveals that the “master’s whip” was not merely a tool to drive productivity but
an instrument of torture. 107 Citing the observations made by Sir Hans Sloane during his
visit to Jamaica in 1707, Gardner writes that if slaves were negligent, they would be
whipped with lancewood switches until they were bloody. He also notes that the overseer
would apply salt and pepper or candlewax in the open would as a means of increasing the
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pain. For running away, slaves would be bound with spiked irons or have their limbs
amputated upon recapture. 108 Any form of revolt by the slaves risked death by hanging or
burning. Louis Nelson rightly argues that “From whipping posts to town center gallows,
Jamaica was a landscape of death.” 109 Despite the planter-historian Edward Long’s
obvious apologia that he had never witnessed any cruelty against the slaves by their
masters, they did, in fact, use unimaginable techniques of torture and cruel public
executions to maintain social control and to rivet the boundaries between master and
slave. 110
The process of commodifying enslaved people and dehumanizing their existence
had an ontological dimension. The undoing of the enslaved Africans’ identity and agency
attempted to create in them a sense of subservience. The process of de-ontologizing
Africans started with their physical removal from their homeland and their captivity in
the Americas. Slavery removed Africans from their social support system, especially the
family. The unfamiliar space of the Americas deepened their alienation, which Orlando
Patterson refers to as “social death.” 111 This notion of social death operates on the mythic
or cognitive as well as the ritual levels. Patterson outlines the process as follows:
“The slave is violently uprooted from his milieu. He is de-socialized and
depersonalized. This process of social negation constitutes the first,
essentially external, phase of enslavement. The next phase involves the
introduction of the slave into the community of his master, but it involves
the introduction of the slave into the community of his master, but it
involves the paradox of introducing him as a nonbeing.” 112
The paradox of the master-slave relation that emerged in the context of social negation
and social reintroduction is that the enslavers treated the enslaved person as both existent
and non-existent. The enslavers were acutely aware that the enslaved Africans were
human beings even as they attempted to nullify their identity and personhood. Africans
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enslaved by Europeans cooked, cleaned, provided childcare, and engaged in commercial
activities between themselves and the colonial masters. The paradox of Africans exiting
and non-existing in the eyes of the slave-holding society holds because the enslavers
needed social interaction and social contact with the enslaved for the system of social
domination to work even as they made them “invisible” through enslavement.
The assault on the “collective being” of African people under chattel slavery in
Jamaica and the wider Americas continued with the rise of scientific racism in the
nineteenth century and the many racial theories developed by white Europeans to justify
the oppression of African people. What was the relationship between slavery and racism?
As discussed in the case of the enslavement of the indigenous people of the Caribbean,
the practice of slavery predated racial oppression. Slavery was about power and a cold
economic calculus; the weaker person serves the stronger. In arguing that slavery was
primarily an economic phenomenon, Eric Williams maintains that “Slavery was not born
of racism: rather, racism was the consequence of slavery.” 113 Although Williams is right
that economic exploitation lies at the heart of slavery, his suggestion that racism is the
consequence of slavery is very debatable. The rise of the Trans-Atlantic slave trade
suggests that racism catalyzed the expansion of slavery.
The racialization of African people started from the earliest interactions between
Europeans and Africans on the African continent. In characterizing the records of
European observation of Africans during the sixteenth century, Winthrop Jordan notes
that “The most arresting characteristic of the newly discovered African was his color.
Travelers rarely failed to comment upon it; indeed when describing Negroes they
frequently began with complexion and then moved on to dress (or rather the lack of it)
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and manners.” 114 The casual recordings of the physical characteristics and culture of
Africans became the supporting data for racist theorizing. The earliest recorded European
observations about Africans established racial hierarchy using specific categories,
namely, savage, uncivilized, dark/black. Europeans justified slavery by arguing that it
was necessary to spread Christianity, civilization, and light to a dark continent. The
racialization of African people and the justification included the use of biblical narratives.
The narratives of the Curse of Ham (Genesis 9:24-25) and the Mark of Cain (Genesis
4:15) were two of the most widely cited myths to justify the enslavement of African
people in the Americas. 115
Racist and racial theorizing influenced the way slaveholders and colonists in
Jamaica viewed and treated African people. Note, for example, the casual racial attitude
of Lady Maria Nugent towards Africans enslaved by British slaveholders in Jamaica.
Lady Nugent was the wife of Sir George Nugent, the Governor of Jamaica during the
period 1801-1805. She traveled extensively throughout the island and kept a journal in
which she recorded most of her interactions and thoughts. In the entry on April 8, she
writes in support of the slave trade by linking it to the power to instill morality in the
slaves:
Yet it appears to me, there would be certainly no necessity for the Slave
Trade, if religion, decency, and good order, were established among the
negroes; if they could be prevailed upon to marry; and if our white men
would but set them a little better example. 116
Embedded in Lady Nugent’s casual dismissal of the abolitionists’ argument is the racist
assumption that Africans are savage, irreligious, and indecent. Even though Lady Nugent
notes that white men did not set a good example for the negroes to follow, she does not
suggest that perhaps whites should be enslaved to correct their bad behavior. Racism in
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colonial Jamaica was embedded in the plantation society and eventually influenced the
formation of class structures in the post-emancipation period. Africans (freed and
enslaved) made up most of Jamaica’s population since the end of the seventeenth century.
The African majority created a false impression that racism ended once Britain abolished
slavery in Jamaica. In reality, racism did not cease but was masked under the notion of
Jamaica being a multicultural society and further complicated by class divisions.

Colonial Laws and the Racist Erasure of African Culture
The passage of colonial laws governing slavery and the life of Africans in Jamaica gave
juridical power to racist and racial theory. The two categories of colonial-era laws that
are relevant to this discussion are: (1) the Slave Laws intended to maintain the system of
slavery by stipulating the activities of freed and enslaved Africans and the slaveowners’
responsibility to the slaves; and (2) the Obeah Laws designed to regulate the conduct and
culture of African people. Here I will focus heavily on the Obeah legislations because of
how anti-Obeah laws targeted African culture and forced African people to operate in
secrecy and to mask their culture under whatever seemed appropriate to the colonial state.
Although the colonial state passed Obeah laws within the broader category of slave law,
the Obeah legislations are singled out for analysis here because they continued to have
efficacy long after the abolition of slavery in 1835. The Obeah laws defined the scope of
religion, and restrictively influenced the nature of African culture in Jamaica. The
colonists and slaveholders enacted various laws as a means of social control. The
maintenance of the plantation society required the cooperation of the state, church, and
civil society in the enforcement of these laws.
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Slave Laws
The history of slave laws in the British West Indies goes back to the Barbados slave code
of 1661. Entitled, “An Act for the Better Ordering and Governing of the Negroes,” this
legislation was the first comprehensive and widespread slave code to be passed in the
British Americas. Jamaica, South Carolina, Georgia, and Antigua copied and enacted the
Barbados slave law. 117 The 1661 slave code outlined the chattel condition of the African
enslaved by the British, the minimal responsibility of the slaveholder toward the slave,
the punishment for crime, and methods of maintaining the slave society. The preamble
defines the slave as chattel but, at the same time, recognize that they are God’s creation,
albeit without knowledge of God. The first clause makes provision for the slaves to leave
the plantation once the master or overseer issues a ticket. The ticket given to individual
slaves stated the time of departure and arrival and the nature of business for which the
slave was permitted to leave. The law strengthened the policing of the slaves’ movement
by tasking other planters with punishing any slave who was found without a ticket.
Clause Two prescribed severe whipping for any Negro that physically harmed a
Christian. The provisions of clause three became standard throughout the British West
Indies, whereby slaveowners were legally required to provide clothing once a year to the
slaves. The bulk of the slave law focused on the problem of maroonage. The fact that
Africans enslaved on plantations dared to move outside of the plantation complex
frightened and infuriated the enslavers. The repeated stipulation that slaves should be
punished for running away from the plantation meant that not all the Africans enslaved
by Europeans allowed their enslavement to reduce them to a state of nonbeing. Here I
suggest that maroonage enabled enslaves African to retain and exercise agency.
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The Jamaican Assembly copied and enacted the Barbados version of the slave law
in 1664. The newly appointed Governor of Jamaica, Sir Thomas Modyford, brought with
him a copy of the slave code from Barbados. 118 The colonial government in Jamaica
instituted the slave act to bring order to a state engaged in warfare. While scholars point
to the First Maroon War (1728-1740) and Second Maroon War (1795-1796) as the major
conflicts between the British and Africans, the number of mass slave revolts provides
evidence that colonial Jamaica was in a constant state of warfare. For example, two
hundred Africans revolted in St. Ann Parish in 1673 and formed the Leeward Maroon
community. About 400 Africans revolted in Clarendon Parish in 1690. The Maroon
communities formed by the slaves that the Spanish left behind when the British
conquered Jamaica continued to grow with additional Africans freed by the Maroons and
those who ran away to join these communities. The constant attack upon the plantations
forced the legislative body to broker deals with various Maroon leaders.
It is important to note here that treaties are essentially documents of compromise
and concessions. These treaties between the British and the Maroons must be considered
within the broader category of slave law because all these treaties intended to perpetuate
slavery by limiting any attempt to free the enslaved. Such treaties stipulated the
requirement of the Maroons to return any runaway and not harbor them. The treaties
transformed Maroon communities into a type of standing army for the British. Lady
Nugent and several other colonial observers record the types of homage that Maroon
leaders would pay to the governor such as putting on military parades and kissing the feet
of the governor. 119 The Maroons would often participate in suppressing slave revolts. For
instance, they played an active part in suppressing the Morant Bay rebellion in 1865.
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Despite the Maroons’ apparent betrayal of enslaved Africans and creoles, they acted upon
the terms of the treaty to preserve the sovereignty of their communities.
Jamaica passed its first comprehensive slave law in 1696 and continued to amend
the law until 1826. The slave law addressed almost every aspect of the life of the slave,
such as movement, marriage, religious instruction, clothing, birthing, sickness, and
burial, regulating the activities of enslaved Africans from birth to death. The 1696
Jamaican slave law differed from the Barbadian version in that it allowed for the slave
masters to instruct their slaves in Christianity and allowed for them to be baptized when
deemed fit. 120 The permitting of religious instruction and possibly baptism is a huge shift
in British colonial policy towards Africans in the British Americas. Unlike in the Spanish
colonies where the Catholic Church required the baptism of enslaved Africans upon
arrival, the British largely ignored the religious state of the African. Even though the law
allowed for religious instruction as early as 1696, the planters and slaveholders opposed
the religious instruction of the slaves and forbade missionaries and preachers from giving
religious instructions to slaves because they thought Christianity would distract the slaves
from working on the plantation.
The amendment to the law in 1816 upheld the requirement of the slaveholders to
promote the religious and moral instructions of the enslaved population. The Act went
further in stipulating that slaves should observe Sunday by not working or engaging in
commercial activities. The slave law continued to limit the movement and activities of
the Africans enslaved by Europeans because the European constantly feared a revolution
or maroonage. The slaveholders contended that experience taught that Africans planned
rebellions at “negro dances” as such the slave law prohibited nightly gatherings, beating
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of drums, and blowing of horns or shells. The offense was so grave that the law stipulated
imprisonment for the neglectful slave owner, estate manager, bookkeeper or overseer.
The state rarely stipulated imprisonment for Europeans but the fear of slave uprisings was
so deep that the colonial government sought to prevent them by threatening the
slaveholders with imprisonment.

Obeah Laws
The Obeah Act, first enacted in 1760 after Tacky’s Rebellion, represents the most
repressive form of colonial-era legislation because, unlike the slave laws, the colonists
intended to erase all forms of African culture and identity with this legislation. In 1760,
the Jamaican Assembly passed the first legislation outlawing an African spiritual
practice. While the British banned the use of poison, drums, and festive gatherings under
the slave laws, the 1760 Obeah Act was the first legislation that targeted a defined
African-derived religious system. 121 The slave trade brought together various ethnic
groups from West Africa. Because of the multi-ethnic composition of plantations, various
forms of African beliefs and practices assimilated. Shirley Gordon suggests that Myalism
and Obeah then emerged as the two primary forms of assimilated African religions. 122
The distinction between the two is often obfuscated, in part, because the various antiObeah laws treated both as the same. Myalism is a form of spirit or ancestor worship,
while Obeah is a healing, protection, or punitive system of religious beliefs and practices.
The rebellion led by Chief Tacky in 1760 seemed to have drawn the attention of
the colonial authorities to the danger of Obeah. The rebellion lasted for six months and is
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perhaps the most consequential slave rebellion in the history of Jamaica. Edwards
describes Tacky’s Rebellion as:
A very formidable insurrection led by an old Koromantyn negro, the chief
instigator and oracle of the insurgents in that parish, who had administered
the Fetish or solemn oath to the conspirators, and furnished with magical
preparation which was to render them invulnerable.” 123
Edwards comments on the formidability of the insurrection because it led to the death of
400 slaves, 60 free blacks, and 60 white people. 124 He identifies Tacky as a Koromantyn
Negro because the colonists believed that the Kormantyn were the fiercest Africans
imported into Jamaica.
The passage of the 1760 “Act to Remedy the Evils Arising from Irregular
Assemblies of Slaves” was the colonial legislative response to prevent any such uprising
from happening again. The legislation curtailed the congregating of slaves for fear of
more conspiracy to attack the colonial establishment. Nevertheless, the Obeah Act
restricted expressions of African spirituality, even though the colonial powers intended
for it to have eliminated Obeah along with all other African spiritual practices. The
legislation designated Obeah as being opposed to other forms of African practices, but, as
Diana Paton notes, Obeah became a catch-all term for all spiritual healings and activities
associated with the black underclass and Africa. 125 The Obeah-related part of 1760 Act
pathologized the practice of Obeah as communication with the devil and evil spirits. It
outlawed the use of a wide range of items, including blood, feathers, animal teeth, rum,
eggshells, broken bottles, and other materials associated with witchcraft. 126 The
specificity of the banned items is an indication that the colonists knew and, to some
extent, tolerated the practice. The practice of Obeah came under violent colonial
repression because the slaveholders believed it emboldened the slaves. The Obeah
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practitioner’s ability to organize insurrection created the greatest fear for the planter
class.
Although the Obeah Act does not define witchcraft or sorcery, but the prevailing
assumption of the British was that witchcraft is something antithetical to religion in
general and Christianity in particular. On writing a history of the Moravians in Jamaica,
J.H. Buchner commented that before conversion of slaves to Christianity:
Their faith in witchcraft, or Obeah, was at that time very strong, and this
and similar customs were much practiced. Those who were baptized, and
became communicants, found unspeakable comfort in the simple belief
that they were now the property of the Lord Jesus, and that witchcraft had
lost its power over them… We do not consider baptism as another form of
superstition, but when rightly understood, we look upon it as an evidence
of true faith.” 127
For Buchner, witchcraft is of the devil and a tyrannical force that can be broken by true
faith in Jesus Christ. James Walker’s Letters on the West Indies again highlights the view
that Europeans conceptualized Obeah as witchcraft and not a religion, thus helping us to
elucidate the meaning of witchcraft as used in the context of colonial legislation against
Obeah. Walker questions the widely held assumption held by Jamaican planters that the
“negro had no sense of religion, and no feeling of moral obligation of an oath.” 128
Subsequent amendments to the 1760 Obeah Act reinforced the notion that Obeah
and other forms of African spiritualities did not fall within the category of religion. A
revised version of the act omits the list of items believed to be commonly used in the
practice of Obeah. The Consolidated Slave Act of 1788 prohibited all forms of
drumming, singing, dancing, blowing of horns, and nighttime communal gathering
involving drinking. 129 These activities, thus forbidden by law, were all associated with
the practice of Obeah and other forms of African spirituality. The justification was to
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prevent any form of insurrection. Indeed, the legal code became a carefully constructed
system of social control. The revised version magnified the seditious nature of Obeah and
the falsehood of the practitioners by stipulating punishment by death or transportation for
any slave who pretended to have supernatural powers in order to cause rebellion or
harm. 130
Like the earliest versions of the Obeah Act, the later revision sees the use of
Obeah as a tool to incite violence against the planter class. The colonial authorities
overlooked any other spiritual significance of Obeah. Obeah became entrenched in the
colonialists’ consciousness as an evil and dangerous practice. The concern for the life or
health of the slave was not altruistic. It was an economic consideration since slaves dying
or becoming injured because of Obeah would impact the profits of the plantation. The
slaveholders needed to ensure that their system of governance could maintain the social
order that Obeah threatened. The colonial authorities intended for harsher punishment to
stem the influence of Obeah. But this did not work. In Edwards’ assessment, the cruel
punishment failed to stem the practice of Obeah because belief in Obeah flourished under
colonial persecution. 131 The failure to eradicate Obeah or other forms of African cultural
practices is a testament to the collective will of African people to survive in the colonial
West Indies. Leonard Barrett characterizes this will to survive against the onslaught of
racial terror in the New World as “soul-force.” 132

African Agency and Cultural Retention
The reiteration of Obeah and slave laws provides the clearest indication of the vibrancy
and tenacity of African culture in the New World. Slavery did not destroy the culture nor
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the creativity of African people to assemble new cultural forms under extreme conditions.
The retention of African cultural modalities or, as phrased by Melville Herskovits, 133
“Africanisms,” is the result of cultural survival shaped by the processes of syncretism,
creolization, and hybridization. Herskovits considers syncretism as a fundamental
mechanism in the acculturative process experienced by African people in the New
World. 134 Syncretism is the process of mixing or integrating elements of two or more
cultural systems. In the case of Jamaica, the contact between European culture and
African cultures created cultural forms with constituent elements of both cultures. In
making a case for Africanisms in the New World, Herskovits traced behavior, tradition,
and belief among Afro-Americans to ancestral African culture.
Some African cultural forms did not survive in the same way in which people
practiced them in Africa. For example, spirit possession, a common occurrence in
African traditional religions, when manifested in Revivalism in Jamaica, identifies the
Christian Holy Spirit as the possessing force and not the ancestral African spirits. The
integration of the Bible in Myal and Obeah practices underscores the coming together of
European and African elements. Barry Chevannes argues that the Native Baptist faith
was a more Christianized form of Myal in which spirit possession replaced prayer and
hymn singing to form a “myalized Christianity.” 135 The problem with Herskovits’
analysis and that of others who place great emphasis on syncretism is that they often
assume static notions of African culture and downplay the extent to which “New World”
cultural creations are African.
Cultural formation is not only the result of cultural clashes. New cultural
paradigms emerged because of what Clinton Hutton calls “the method and philosophy of
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assemblage aesthetics.” 136 Assemblage aesthetics is the creative ethos of diasporic
Africans. While syncretism can be the inevitable outcome of colonial dominance, the
notion of assemblage aesthetics identifies cultural formation as an intentional process
invented by Africans surviving the colonialism in the Americas. African cultural forms
express overwhelmingly in performances. Hutton alludes to “performance-aesthetic
modes or sites of social praxis emanating from the agency of the enslaved and their
descendants.” 137 The songs, dances, masquerades, and religious rituals encapsulate
performatively African cosmology and ontology that diasporic Africans integrated with
European external forms. The Jankunu parade in which diasporic Africans dressed in
costumes and marched through the streets appears to the slave master as a foolish
Christmas parade, but to the enslaved person, the march gave honor to the ancestors and
while publicly subverting the system of plantation slavery. The logic of assemblage
aesthetics is the ability of diasporic Africans to “(re)assemble, (re)create, (re)texture, and
(re)possess” 138 European and African elements in order to live in the hostile social
environment of the Americas.
The overwhelming evidence from cultural practices in Jamaica and the wider
Americas indicate that slavery did not completely erase African cultural forms. African
worldview, culture, and cultural practices survived despite the tidal forces of slavery and
colonization. At the same time, not every aspect of African culture survived because, as
Mervin Alleyne notes, the absence of certain communal (social) institutions and
specialists made it entirely impossible to replicate some cultural forms. 139 Africans
depended on their collective memory and creative imagination to reconstruct practices in
cases where geographic displacement resulted in the absence of cultural specialists and
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institutions. Therefore, some African cultural (including religious) forms are entirely
New World creations.
Africans took with them to the Americas their way of life and beliefs. These
beliefs and practices varied based on the diverse regional and ethnic origins of the
enslaved Africans brought to Jamaica. The Transatlantic Slave Database provides a
fairly comprehensive account of the regions from which the Europeans shipped Africans.
The Transatlantic Slave Database takes into consideration previously published
tabulations, including Phillip Curtin’s highly authoritative work, the Atlantic Slave
Trade: A Census. Like all the previous tabulations of the origins of enslaved Africans, the
Transatlantic Slave Database identifies the regions from which the slaves were shipped
and not necessarily the areas from which these Africans originated. The database
indicates that the majority of the Africans brought to the British West Indies came from
the Bight of Biafra (31%), the Gold Coast (26%), West Central Africa (14%), Bight of
Benin (12%), Senegambia (5.4%), and Sierra Leone (5%). 140 The data on the ethnicity of
Africans enslaved in Jamaica provided by Orlando Patterson, meanwhile, shows that
most of the Africans brought to Jamaica in the last two decades of the slave trade were
Congolese. 141 Akan/Ga, Fon, and other Ewe-speaking people had comprised the majority
of Africans enslaved in Jamaica during the first century of the British slave trade.
The regional and ethnic origins of Africans brought to Jamaica thus varied
throughout European slave trading. Alleyne’s periodization of African migration to the
West Indies suggests that during the first two periods (1498-1655 and 1670-1805), most
of the Africans came from Congo-Angola, Guinea-Bissau, and Senegambia regions. The
last arrivals of Africans (1841-1865), brought as indentured servants, were of Kongolese
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and Nago ethnicity. 142 The interactions between the various African ethnic groups in
colonial Jamaica created a pan-African culture within the plantation society comprised of
a unifying cultural pattern within which Africans of different ethnicities would
communicate and build community.

Christianization and Early Missionary Work in Jamaica
The history of Christianity in Africa goes back to the first century of the Common Era.
North Africa was one of the epicenters of Christianity during the first four centuries,
producing several influential church leaders such as Origen and Cyprian. While the
period of enslavement increased the contact between Africans and Christianity in West
and West-Central Africa, the history of Christianity in Ghana and the Kongo provide two
cases of African contact with, conversion to, and contestation of Christianity before the
transatlantic slavery.
Lamin Sanneh argues that the earliest incontrovertible evidence of the history of
Christianity in West Africa goes back to 1471 when two Portuguese sea captains landed
in coastal Ghana. 143 In 1482 another team of Portuguese led by Diogo da Azambuja
arrived in Elmina in search of gold. According to Sanneh, Azambuja and his compatriots
celebrated the first recorded Mass in Ghana before meeting with the local ruler named
Nana Caramansa. 144 Soon after, the Portuguese built a church in Elima dedicated to the
patron Saint George.
Portuguese missionaries arrived in Kongo and baptized King Nzinga a Nkuwu in
1491. As customary, the royal court and nobilities followed the king and converted to
Christianity. The construction of a Catholic church in Mbanza Kongo signaled that
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Christianity was taking root. However, the spread of Christianity was short-lived because
King Nzinga a Nkuwu returned to the practice of traditional religion. Christianity in the
Kongo did not take root until King Afonso’s supposedly miraculous victory in 1509.
Although vastly outnumbered by his brother’s army in the traditional battle for the
throne, Afonso was victorious after his enemies allegedly saw an image of St. James the
Great on a white horse, advancing with a host of warriors and a bright sword in his hand.
Mass conversion of the people of Kongo followed Afonso’s victory.
In both cases of Ghana and Kongo, the local people did not embrace Christianity
in toto. The local population initially violently rejected the imposition of Christianity.
Conflict plagued the construction of the church in Elima as the locals became furious
with the workmen and denied them access to a water supply. The battle between Afonso
and his brother in Kongo reflected the war between Christianity and the local traditional
religion. Even though Christianity eventually became routinized, the people of Ghana and
Kongo adapted the religion to local customs in the most syncretic way. For example, the
people in Kongo treated the missionaries like the banganga and expected them to operate
in that way. 145 Another example of syncretism is the practice of baptism. Baptism
included putting salt on the tongue of the newly converted Christians during the service.
The eating of salt (yadia mungwai) became associated with ritual cleansing and
protection. The people believed that the salt was a very potent substance against evil.
They requested to be baptized just for the salt. 146 These two cases of Christian contact,
conversion, and contestation in West and West-Central Africa are emblematic of the
nature of Christianization among enslaved Africans in the Americas inasmuch as they
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provide solid evidence against the Eurocentric view that slavery and colonization were
necessary to bring civility to Africa.
For their part, the British did not make a distinction between Christian Africans
and non-Christian Africans when taking Africans to be made slaves to the West Indies.
The Portuguese did not initially take African Christians as slaves on the principle that
they were Christians. The Spanish and Portuguese, being Roman Catholic nations,
differed from the British in their approach to the conversion of slaves and how they
treated them after baptism. Similarly, the French at the time of colonial dominance in the
Americas followed the Roman Catholic Church’s injunction in attending to the
Christianization of the Africans that they enslaved. Leonard Barrett claims that “The
Catholic Church, unlike its Protestant counterpart, had a more Christian approach to its
non-European inheritance.” 147 Barrett makes his point based on the number of slave laws
or codes instituted by colonial powers under the ecclesiastical jurisdiction of the Catholic
Church hierarchy, which directly addressed the spiritual condition of people enslaved by
the colonists.
The Spanish, Portuguese, and French typically baptized Africans brought to the
American territories. In reference to the formation of slave society in Cuba, Joseph
Murphy offers the following analysis:
The Spanish brought Africans not only into a way of work but also into a
way of life. To justify the terrible sufferings of slave life, Spanish law
insisted that slaves be baptized as Roman Catholics as a condition of their
legal entry into the Indies. 148
Ecclesiastical dictum played a crucial role in shaping the Spanish civil law towards the
people, including Africans, that Spain enslaved in the Americas. Alexander VI’s Inter
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Caetera issued on May 4, 1493, provided the earliest provisions for enslaved people in
the Americas to be Christianized. 149
The slave laws passed by the various colonial powers regulated the baptism of
slaves. The most prominent of these slave laws dealing with the conversion of slaves to
Christianity is Le Code Noir ou Edit du Roy issued on March 10, 1685 by King Louis
XIV of France. Article 2 of Code Noir required that all the slaves taken into the French
Caribbean be baptized and receive Catholic religious instruction. Alfred Métraux
suggests that the reception of the law was mixed, with the newly arriving slaves being
more enthusiastic about the baptism ritual. Métraux states:
The article of the Negro Code which was properly observed was the one
relating to baptism. The newly arrived Negroes wanted it because the
sprinkling of holy water was part of their initiation to life in the colony
and saved them from the disdain of the Creole Blacks, whose companions
in misfortune they became. 150
Métraux is probably right about the newly arrived Africans’ motivation for baptism but it
is also highly probable that they participated in baptism because baptism was a familiar
religious ritual. Quite a few of the Africans taken into Saint Domingue would have at
least seen or heard of the missionaries in Kongo performing this ritual and perhaps
perceived of its power to protect them. Most importantly, the conversion to Christianity
made manumission for the enslaved possible. Subsequent slave codes such as the Spanish
Code of 1789 explicitly required the baptism of slaves within one year, the admissions of
holy sacraments to them, and their right to have their marriages recognized by the church.
The colonial administrators’ attitude toward the religious instruction and
conversion of enslaved Africans ranged from ambiguous to antagonistic. Although the
Jamaican Legislature enacted slave laws permitting the religious instruction of slaves
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and, later, for their baptism and marriage, the slaveholders had little interest in religious
affairs. The economic implications of the religious conversion of the slave concerned the
slaveholders more than their salvation. The Jamaican Assembly made explicit in the slave
codes that conversion to Christianity does not entail their freedom. The Assembly passed
an Act in 1773 to allow the parish governments to collect taxes to purchase land on which
churches should be built in parishes where there are no churches. 151 Yet, by 1802 the
legislature sought to limit the influence of Christian preachers by requiring missionaries
to have licenses to preach or teach. 152
In colonial Jamaica, the Moravians, Black American Baptists, and Methodists
were the first Christian denominations to conduct missionary work among the enslaved
Africans. The history of missions in Jamaica shows that delivering the gospel to the
enslaved was a double-edged sword. On the one hand, the missionaries provided a new
religious paradigm within which the enslaved found comfort and hope, especially in the
redemptive work of Jesus Christ. On the other hand, this new religious paradigm, as
argued by Brian Moore and Michele Johnson, served to civilize and supplant the AfroCreole belief systems. 153 One might identify the irony of the enslaved Africans tapping
into the liberatory power of the Gospel in the here and now and not in the hereafter as a
third side to this double-edged sword. Africans soon found that Jesus did not only want
them to be freed from sin but also from slavery. Although enslaved people used the
principles of Christianity to assert their freedom, they also relied on their own
cosmological systems to articulate a dialectic of freedom and to determine that slavery
was unjust. Clinton Hutton identifies such cosmological underpinnings in the Haitian
Revolution, demonstrating how the repatriational ethos of Africans was rooted in their
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cosmology, thereby underscoring that Africans did not need to become Christians in
order to know and seek freedom. 154 Their system of belief provided them with the
courage to seek freedom even to the point of death. Yet the point also remains true that
Africans took the liberative components of Christianity and integrated them into their
worldview.
The first three Moravian missionaries Zecharias Caries, Thomas Shallcross, and
Gotlieb Haberecht arrived in Jamaica on December 7, 1754, upon the request of two
slave-owning families in the parishes of St. Elizabeth and Westmoreland, the Fosters and
Barhams. 155 J. H. Buchner, in his history of the Moravian mission in Jamaica, mentioned
a self-supported Moravian missionary who established a congregation in the 1730s. 156
The first Moravian missionaries lived, worked, and ministered on the Bogues Plantation.
Shirley Gordon notes that the missionaries’ attachment to the plantation and their practice
of slave-owning curtailed their expansion. 157 By the end of their first year in Jamaica, the
Moravian missionaries had baptized 26 slaves and preached the gospel to “300 whites
and 800 negroes.” 158
The Moravian missionaries presented mixed messages and the reaction to their
missionizing was equally mixed. In a journal kept by the three missionaries, Caries
reported that the first message preached to the slaves on December 22, 1755 focused on
the pouring out of the Holy Spirit on servants and handmaids (Joel 2:28; Acts 2:17) and
being bought by God with a price (1 Corinthians 6:20). 159 Caries reported that the “20
negroes” present received the message with appreciation. The message could be
interpreted as a subversion of the institution of slavery. Caries encouragement of initiates
to remain in their “position” as slaves undercuts any form of subversion in his message.
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Additionally, the Christian ethic articulated by slaves converted to the Moravian Church
reflects a teaching centered on paying honor to “massa.” The massa-centric ethic is
apparent from the testimony of a newly baptized slave named Robert Peart who was
brought before a magistrate in the 1830s to examine the nature of his religious
instruction. Buchner reports on this examination:
To the first question of the chairman, respecting the nature of the
instruction which they received, he replied, “We are told to believe in
God, who sees us everywhere, and in his Son Jesus Christ; and to pray to
him to take us to heaven.”
“Well, what more?” “We must not tell lies.”
“What more?” “We must not steal from massa.”
“What more?” “We must not run away and rob massa of his work.”
“What more?” “We must not have two wives, for by and by they will get
jealous, and hurt one another, and massa’s work will fall back.”
“What more?” “We must pray for buckra (overseer) and everybody.”
Here the magistrate closed his examination by saying, “Well, go
along.” 160
If “these answers may be taken as a fair specimen of Negro ability and shrewdness,” as
suggested by Buchner, then the answers would serve as a snapshot of the plantation
preachers in Jamaica use of the Christian Gospel to massage the enslaved into accepting
colonial oppression. 161
Albert Raboteau, in his study of slave religions in the United States, proposes that
plantation missionaries operated as powerbrokers in creating a one-sided master-slave
relationship that pacified the slave. 162 Raboteau’s argument applies well to missionary
work in colonial Jamaica. The plantation missionaries made a false distinction between
the soul of the convert and the convert’s material condition in order to avoid any the
planters curtailing of missionary work. Some slaves accepted the missionaries’ position
that God was more interested in their soul than in their physical well-being. 163 Yet, the
rapid conversion of enslaved Africans to the Moravian Church, and Christianity more
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generally, was partly prompted by the slaves’ belief that Christianity improved their
social standing. The church also made baptism a symbol of status by extending burial
privileges to baptized slaves. Some slave masters also treated the slaves better after the
slaves became Christians.
In 1789 the Methodist Church established official missionary work in Jamaica
with the arrival of Reverend Thomas Coke. Six hundred people (400 whites and 200
blacks) attended Coke’s second sermon on the island. The Methodists did not experience
rapid growth during the preemancipation period. Within the first 50 years, the Methodist
missions in Jamaica had fewer 1000 new converts. The initial confinement of the
Methodist’s missionary work to Kingston and the constant mob attacks by people
opposed to the Christian instruction of slaves hampered the work. 164 Additionally,
colonial legislative opposition to the Methodist preachers limited the reach of Methodism
among the enslaved and free African population in Jamaica. For example, in 1815 the
House of Assembly of Jamaica presented a resolution to consider:
Resolved, nem.con. That, early in the next session, this house will take into
consideration the state of religion amongst the slaves, and carefully
investigate the means of diffusing the light of genuine Christianity,
divested of the dark and dangerous fanaticism of the Methodists, which
has been attempted to be propagated, and which grafted on the African
superstitions, and working on the uninstructed minds and ardent
temperament of the negroes, has produced the most pernicious
consequences to individuals and is pregnant with imminent danger to the
community. 165
The colonial state opposed the Methodist missionary presence in Jamaica because of its
anti-slavery position. The longstanding fear of religious instruction as a catalyst for slave
insurrection propelled the antagonism toward the Methodists.
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The Methodists, like all the missionary groups, deemed the soul of the enslaved to
be more important than the body under the yoke of slavery. The Methodists opposed the
practice of slavery, but their opposition remained on the ideological level. In practice, the
missionaries did very little to upset the colonial status quo. The priority was to save the
soul through the religious instruction and conversion of the enslaved. The missionaries
saw the enslaved as heathens in need of salvation. Enslaved Africans, too, came to
believe the myth of the body-soul dichotomy. Upon hearing of the ban on Methodist
preaching to slaves, one enslaved African reported to a missionary, “Massa, me no go to
Heaven now. White man keep black man from serving God. Black man got no soul.
Nobody teach black man.” 166 For this “black man,” he believed that religious instruction
and presumably conversion through baptism was a path to heaven. The Methodist
missionaries tried to remain apolitical and concerned themselves only with the spiritual
life and their political indifference continued well into the postemancipation period.
The Baptist missionary presence in Jamaica goes back to the arrival of George
Liele, an ex-slave and evangelist from the United States in 1784. The Baptist Missionary
Society, however, did not establish work in Jamaica until 1813. George Liele started his
evangelism shorting after his baptism in 1774. In Liele’s account of his conversion and
call to preach, Liele testifies that “Desiring to prove the sense I had of my obligations to
God, I endeavored to instruct the people of my own color the word of God…” 167 Liele’s
desire to do the work of God among those of his race led him to establish the Ethiopian
Baptist Church in Yama Craw, Georgia in 1777 and eventually pushed him towards
missionary work in Jamaica in 1782. Liele arrived at an opportune time in Jamaica when
several freed and enslaved black people in Jamaica had taken on Christian missionary
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work as lay-preachers within the Moravian Church. In fact, the majority of the “soulwinning” that occurred over the first 100 years of missionary work among the AfroJamaican population was the direct result of oppressed Afro-Jamaican Christian converts
witnessing to their fellow oppressed people. The reception of Liele, as a black man,
seemed to have helped to make Christianity credible to the slaves.
Although Liele worked for the members of the colonial government, took
monetary contributions from enslavers, and used slave labor in the construction of his
chapel in Kington, he was aware of the problematic conditions of enslavement. Liele
ensured that the slaves who worked on the construction of the chapel received
compensation for their work because he did not want to “bring a scandal upon
religion.” 168 Liele’s consciousness and consideration of the dynamics of the slave society
and how the use of unpaid slave labor would appear duplicitious in the minds of the
slaves set the Native Baptists on a path to building credibility among the black
population. The other end of the dynamics of being a black preacher in a slave society
was the need to maintain a working relationship with the slaveholders. A letter from Rev.
Stephen Cooke written in 1791 and reproduced in the 1793 Baptist Annual Register
highlights Liele’s intentional effort not to upset the slave owners:
Mr. Liele has very wisely acted a different part. He has, I believe,
admitted no slaves into society but those who had obtained permission
from their owners, by which he has made many friends; and I think the
Almighty is now opening a way for another church in the capital, where
the Methodists could not gain any ground: a short time will determine it,
of which I shall advise you. 169
Cooke believed that Liele’s effort to maintain the harmony of a society that practiced
slavery contributed to the success of his ministry among the slaves. Like all the
missionary groups, Liele and his group concentrated on the soul of the enslaved and less
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so about his physical being. Moses Baker, one of Liele’s fellow black American
preachers, cashed in on the value of maintaining the relationship with the slaveholders
when the legislature sought to ban his preaching in 1803. Several planters wrote letters on
behalf of Baker, extolling his ability to instill moral discipline among the slaves. 170
The Native Baptist Church was popular among the slaves and experienced
tremendous growth in just a few years. By 1791 Liele had personally baptized 400 freed
and enslaved blacks and the Native Baptists in Jamaica numbered 1500. Several factors
contributed to the widespread positive reception of the black population to the Native
Baptist. First, the Native Baptists had a decentralized governance structure in which
itinerant preachers had the flexibility to present the gospel throughout the island. The
groups in each part of the island introduced their criteria for membership. For example,
Liele emphasized a doctrine based on “election, redemption, the fall of Adam,
regeneration and perseverance, knowing the promise that all who endure grace, faith and
good works to the end shall be saved.” 171 According to Shirley Gordon:
Moses Baker’s religious teachings focused on “the observance of the
Sabbath, baptism in a river or a place with much water the observance of
the Lord’s Supper, the washing of feet, praying with the sick and anointing
them, the member’s own internal system of settling disputes, and the
forbidding of swearing, eating of blood, and fornication. 172
Despite the different moral and doctrinal emphases of the various Native Baptist groups,
their common focus on the slaves’ recounting of dreams in the conversion process
resonated with the elements of the African cosmology. The recounting of dreams served
as an expression of faith and used by the preachers to authenticate the candidates’
readiness for baptism. The fasting and meditation that catalyzed the dream encounter
opened the door to all sorts of mystical experiences. Gordon argues that “The dreams and
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visions experienced in the bush, or “the wilderness” no doubt substituted for the spirit
worship of African religions.” 173 But the experience is not about substitution as argued by
Gordon. It is about the integration and harmonization of beliefs. The Africans who
converted to the Native Baptist faith did not abandon the worship of the ancestors or the
spirits. The constant battle between leaders like Baker and his congregants over the
practice of Myal and Obeah showed that even after becoming Christians, slaves in
Jamaica continued to believe in the ancestral spirits.

Rebels with a Cause: Slavery’s End and Post-Emancipation Troubles
On August 1, 1838, enslaved Africans in Jamaica became emancipated. The British
Parliament outlawed the slave trade in 1808 and abolished slavery on August 1, 1834. A
period of apprenticeship occurred for four years before the slaves got full emancipation.
The apprenticeship period allowed the planter class to use the newly emancipated slaves
as laborers on the plantations. It was a continued period of labor exploitation. While the
abolition of slavery was perhaps the most monumental event in nineteenth-century
Jamaica, two major revolts defined this period of Jamaica’s colonial history: the Baptist
War/Christmas Rebellion in 1831 and the Morant Bay Rebellion in 1865.
The Baptist War, or Christmas Rebellion, led by Sam Sharpe on December 27,
1831, was the most critical event in pushing the British Parliament to pass the Abolition
Bill in 1834 and bring and to slavery. Eric Williams argues that the Christmas Rebellion
was the climax of the fight to end slavery. 174 Daddy Sharpe was a Native Baptist preacher
and leader in the parish of St. James. Sharpe was a literate slave in Montego Bay. Like
his agemate and contemporary in the United States Nat Turner, Sam Sharpe traveled to

72

the various plantations to inform slaves of the plan to strike on December 27 and enlist
them in the proposed revolt. 175 Daddy Sharpe required that each person enlist as a
comrade and seal their commitment to keeping the plan secret by kissing the Bible.
Sharpe’s initial plan was to carry out a peaceful protest by refusing to work duration the
sugarcane harvest season.
Using Herbert Aptheker’s analysis of slave revolts, Reckord notes that the
rebellion had all the classic ingredients of a revolt. She identifies the following
characteristics: “political excitement stirred by rumors of emancipation, economic stress,
a revolutionary philosophy circulating among the slaves and the presence of a group of
whites whom slaves could identify as their allies.” 176 Sharpe and his compatriots believed
that the King of England had decreed their freedom and that the strike would force the
planters in Jamaica to recognize their emancipation. Sharpe thought that the Baptist
missionary Thomas Burchell would soon return from England with their official “free
papers.” Reckford argues that the slaves saw Burchell as a messianic figure who would
bring the news of freedom. 177 Reckford interpretation, however, overlooks the fact that
the slaves believed that they were already free. They expected Burchell to bring back the
evidence to support their conviction. But this expectation that the slaves had did not make
Burchell a messianic figure. In fact, Burchell did not support the rebellion. Henry Bleby,
the Wesleyan missionary who spoke with Sharpe before his execution, reported an
incident at Lucea jailhouse where a slaveowner put a pistol to the head of one of the
rioters, forcing him to lie about Burchell inciting the slaves to revolt. 178 Sam Sharpe
became convinced that England granted the slaves their freedom based on the antiabolition campaigns carried out by slaveowners.
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Sharpe’s interpretation of scripture informed his view that the slaves needed to
secure their freedom at any cost. From a theological perspective, Sharpe used Matthew
6:24 as the principal text for his campaign against the system of enslavement: “No man
can serve two masters.” Sharpe’s use of the text exposed the contradictions inherent in
the European practice of slavery. Sharpe’s use of the text implies that slavery was a form
of idolatry because service to the slave master competed with the slaves’ being
completely loyal to God. In the constant repetition of this text, Sharpe and his followers
showed the irreverence of the slaveholders. Sharpe’s use of the Bible is a classic case of
subverting biblical interpretations that justified slavery. Perhaps the most profound
statement that came out of the rebellion is Sharpe’s declaration that “I would rather die
on yonder gallows than live in slavery.” 179 The pronouncement reveals the depth of
conviction characteristic of martyrs. Bleby’s eyewitness account of the execution casts
Sam Sharpe within the themes of Christian martyrdom. 180 Before his execution, Sharpe,
now dressed in white, exhorted the crowd, instructed his followers, confessed his sins,
asked his Redeemer for forgiveness, and cast condemned the “demon of slavery” with his
own blood on May 23, 1832.
While Sharpe was a Baptist and used the Baptist mission structure to plan his
revolt, his conviction to die for freedom was far more radical than the white Baptist
missionaries were prepared to advocate. Bleby presents Sharpe as an apologetic
individual who had no plans of violence but just wanted a peaceful demonstration.
Bleby’s account has led several scholars to propose a theory of multiple simultaneous
rebellions. 181 According to this theory, Sharpe planned a peaceful protest, but more
radical elements of the native Baptists planned a violent rebellion. Sharpe wanted
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freedom without bloodshed, but from his testimony and secret organizing, he was
prepared to use violence. Sharpe drew upon aspects of the Bible dealing with the subject
of freedom. An African revolutionary impulse anchored Sharpe’s demand for freedom
from slavery.
Contrary to the enslaver’s framing of the African revolutionary impulse as
unruliness or rebelliousness, it was the consciousness that all human beings ought to be
free, and this freedom comes by asserting self over the forces of unfreedom. The
assertiveness of being seen in Sam Sharpe ran through freedom fighters like Denmark
Vesey, Nat Turner, and Harriet Tubman. The same revolutionary impulse drove the
Haitian Revolution just a few years prior. No doubt, the Haitian Revolution resonated
with Sharpe even as it frightened the planter class. For example, on September 30, 1831,
just three months before the Christmas rebellion, the Jamaica Courant published an
editorial with an ominous warning that “what St. Domingo is, Jamaica soon will be.” 182
The memory of the Haitian Revolution haunted the colonial authorities to the extent that
their reaction to the revolt was swift, brutal, and devoid of fairness. The colonial
government executed 312 blacks. 183 The slaveholders murdered many more in cold
blood, including those who did not participate in the revolt.
The Christmas Rebellion was the last nail in the coffin of slavery, but the Morant
Bay Rebellion set Jamaica on the inevitable course towards independence. The 1865
Morant Bay Rebellion was the most significant insurrection in postemancipation Jamaica.
The social, political, and religious context of the rebellion involved a combination of
changes in international trade policies, labor migration, and the spread of the Great
Revival to Jamaica. The primary cause of the rebellion was the racial oppression and
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economic marginalization experienced by most blacks in Jamaica. The oppressed black
people in the parish of St. Thomas were the primary actors. William Gardner’s narration
of the events from a colonial perspective minimized the centrality of race and class
struggles and instead blamed George William Gordon’s greed for power as the reason for
the rebellion. 184 Gordon’s political ambitions or failures had nothing to do with the issues
that caused over a thousand people to participate in the rebellion. The colonial authorities
placed much emphasis on the influence of missionaries, the incendiary views of Dr.
Edward Underhill, and politicians like Gordon, who actively promoted such views. Paul
Bogle’s African-rooted ideology, sense of race and class solidary, and a deep concern for
justice brought the revolt to life.
George William Gordon was the son of a white planter attorney and a black
woman. As a mulatto, Gordon was able to participate in formal political life in colonial
Jamaica. He held several political positions, including a seat in the Jamaica Assembly,
and at the time of the rebellion, he was elected as a churchwarden. Gordon understood
the plight of blacks in Jamaica and sought to bring attention to it. Governor John Eyre
dismissed Gordon as a Justice of the Peace after Gordon wrote to him decrying the
inhumane and unjust incarceration of a poor black man. 185 Because of Gordon’s
outspokenness against colonial oppression perpetuated by the predominantly white House
of Assembly, the governor labeled him with disdain “as the most consistent and untiring
obstructer of the public business.” 186 Gordon encouraged the people of St. Thomas-inthe-East that the Lord would deliver them, but he himself did not plan nor participate in
the rebellion. Gad Heuman proposes that Gordon’s political troubles partly emerged
because of denominational clashes. The colonial political hierarchy was Anglican, while
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Gordon was a native Baptist. 187 Gordon also held a series of meetings to promote the
ideas of Underhill, Secretary of the Baptist Missionary Society in England. Underhill’s
letter called attention to the plight of the poor blacks and demanded that the government
act justly. Eyre got a copy of the letter and was equally agitated by Underhill and Gordon,
who was acting as his mouthpiece. In the end, Governor Eyre framed Gordon and
ensured that he was tried and executed with Paul Bogle and the other revolutionary
fighters for high treason and insurrection.
Paul Bogle was the central figure in organizing the people in St. Thomas-in-theEast Parish to launch a violent insurgency against the colonial establishment. Bogle was a
deacon in the Native Baptist Church in Stony Gut. He was ordained a deacon by Gordon.
Born as a free person in 1822, Bogle saw the condition of slavery, lived through the
transition to emancipation, and had the knowledge to compare the changes in the material
and social conditions of black people, or the lack thereof. The immediate cause of the
rebellion was the frequent pattern of denying black people justice in the courts.
Tensions came to a peak on Saturday, October 7, 1865, during a session of the
Petty Court. Following the guilty verdict against a boy and an order for him to pay a fine,
a man named Geoghegan disrupted the court by shouting to the boy not to pay the fine.
The magistrate ordered Geoghegan’s arrest, but a large crowd blocked and beat the police
to protect Geoghegan. The following Monday, the court issued warrants for the arrest of
the people who had rioted at the court the previous Saturday. Paul Bogle was one of the
men to be arrested. When the police attempted to arrest him at his home, Bogle cried out
for help and, according to the Report of the Royal Commission:
Almost immediately a body of men, variously estimated at from 300 to
500, armed with cutlasses, sticks, and spikes, rushed out from the chapel
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where Bogle was in the habit of preaching, and from an adjoining cane
field, and attached the policemen.” 188
Bogle did not wait for further attempts by the colonial authorities to arrest him.
He organized his people and marched into Morant Bay. Bogle rallied his followers under
the radical resolve to get justice at all costs. The Report of the Royal Commission notes
that eyewitnesses reported Bogle’s intended to “kill all the white men and all the black
men that would not join them.” 189 Bogle led a class and color based rebellion, but his
followers did not engage in any wanton massacre of white people. The group targeted
and killed black and white people who actively participated in their oppression. Racial
solidarity was important to the movement because oppression was largely race-based.
The protesters’ debate over the fate of a black vestryman showed that, while race was a
factor, they were more concerned about people who oppressed them. The commissioners
report that:
Among the members of the Vestry deliberately murdered in the course of
the night of the 11th was a Mr. Price, a Negro who had by his abilities
raised himself to a position in life superior to that of most of his race.
When he was first caught, a discussion was overheard as to what should be
his fate. One said, “Kill him.” Another said, “Don’t kill him; we have
orders to kill no black only white.” “He has a black skin but a white
heart,” was the reply and he was beaten to death. 190
Although the commissioners relied on this exchange to make the case that Bogle hated all
white people and wanted them dead, the report nonetheless reflects the underlying
problem of economic and social injustice faced by most of the black population. Some of
the protesters described the vestryman as having a white heart because he participated in
the exploitation of poor blacks. By the same token, the protesters spared the lives of
several white people and ensured no harm came to them because they were deemed to
have acted justly towards black people.
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Bogle espoused a common religious philosophy of fighting injustice as God’s
work. If the report of the royal commission is accurate, Bogle returned to his chapel and
thanked God for granting him success in his work. 191 In what work did Bogle believe
God aided him? From the battle cries reported to the commissioners during the inquiry, it
would appear that Bogle and his compatriots foregrounded their revolt in an
understanding of freedom as sovereignty. One such battle cry was, “Hurra! Buckra
country for us.” 192 The logic of freedom as sovereignty comes out in an address to the
people by Bogle or Craddock on the evening of October 12th:
On that occasion a large number of men met in the chapel some of whom
were afterwards drilled. They were then addressed by Bogle and
Craddock. They were told that this country would belong to them and that
they were about getting it to take possession that they had been long
trodden under sandals that the country had long been theirs and they must
keep it wholly in possession. 193
Bogle’s aim for the revolt was to seize possession of the country and have black
people take charge. The conflict in Morant Bay was only the beginning of the process.
Bogle likely hoped to have won over the majority black population by pushing an
ideology of black solidarity under the cry of “colour for colour.” Clinton Hutton argues
that many former enslaved Africans were committed to an ideology in which “liberty of
person and liberty of land” are inseparable concepts. 194 Afro-Jamaicans understood the
economic and material consequences of emancipation. The visibility of plantation
structures in the postemancipation period confirmed for many blacks that things had
hardly changed since the days of slavery.
The syncretic elements in the revolt provide further insight into the religious
ideology that propelled Bogle. As Sam Sharpe had done previously in organizing the
Christmas Rebellion, Bogle conducted a secrecy ritual for those who would participate in
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the revolt. According to an eyewitness account by James Foster, a police constable, Bogle
spoke in a language not understood by the eyewitness, had the men kiss the Bible, take an
oath, and drink rum mixed with gunpowder. 195 The use of the Bible in oathtaking is a
widespread Christian practice enshrined in many legal systems. The purpose of the rum
and gunpowder mixture was a binding ritual used as far back as the 1760 Tacky
Rebellion.
The mixture sometimes contained animal blood or dirt. 196 Hutton traces the
practice of drinking the rum and gunpowder mixture back to Saint Domingue and
suggests that it is the invocation of a warrior spirit within the ki-Kongo tradition. 197
Hutton interprets the ritual through the lens of ki-Kongo tradition based on the
geographic distribution of enslaved Africans in Jamaica and the fact that other ki-Kongo
elements remained strong in St. Thomas Parish well into the modern period. The
evidence is insufficient to interpret the meaning of the ritual elements with any certainty,
but the argument is plausible. The greater likelihood is that Bogle knew about the
Tacky’s oath ritual and saw it as an appropriate spiritual activity to aid in his war against
injustice. Bogle was aware of the Maroons and even claimed Maroon heritage, so it is
entirely likely that the memory of Tacky played some role in the operations of Bogle’s
revolt. Interestingly, Kofi Boukman Barima makes a case for the rum and gunpower
ritual as an Obeah wartime ritual. 198 Barima is correct about the practice as a wartime
ritual because each recorded instance occurred during preparation for battle with the
planter class. Barima’s identification of the ritual with Obeah requires further
clarification unless he is using Obeah as a catchall for various African spiritual practices.
The ritual might have been interpreted by many people as an Obeah practice, but none of
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the people interviewed during the inquiry made this declaration. Hutton’s conclusion that
Bogle’s oathtaking ritual involves African-Christian syncretism in the form of Poko
Kumina seems more likely. 199
Ideas of Obeah, real or imagined, also figured in the Morant Bay rebellion. The
Royal Commission of Inquiry provides some details about a man named Arthur
Wellington, who was accused of being an Obeahman. The Report from the
Commissioners provides the following summary:
The execution of Arthur Wellington after trial, took place on the 21st of
October, at Monkland. He belonged to Somerset, one of the settlements of
the valley, and had the reputation among the people around Somerset of
being an “Obeah” man. To such a man these people attribute the
possession of supernatural evil powers over themselves, and the faculty of
being invulnerable. He is regarded with terror by his neighbours and has
great influence among them. There is a local statute which makes the
practice of “Obeahism” a crime and describes the offence as a pretense of
possessing supernatural power to effect designs, by falsely using omens,
spells, charms, and incantations. Poison was said to have been found at
Wellington’s house at Somerset. 200
Wellington was tried for practicing Obeah, and as noted in the Report, he was taken a
hilltop and publicly executed. A police constable beheaded Wellington in order to send a
message to the community about the futility of Obeah practice. Similarly, as Elizabeth
Millett testified before the Commission, the Maroons had shot John Bartley because they
believed that he was an Obeahman. 201 Several accusations of Obeah came up throughout
the investigation by the Commission. As mentioned earlier, no one made an explicit
declaration that Bogle practiced Obeah or that he was an Obeahman.
The colonial suppression of the rebellion aided by the Maroons resulted in the
public execution of 354 people and a total death toll of 500. In the opinion of the
commissioners of the Royal Inquiry, “(1) That the punishment of death was unnecessarily
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frequent. (2) That the floggings were reckless, and at Bath positively barbarous. (3) That
the burning of 1000 houses was wanton and cruel.” 202 The revolt and the violence sent a
chilling message to the colonial leadership that black people in Jamaica were willing to
die for equal rights and justice. Governor Eyre subsequently resigned, and the new
governor implemented some reforms. Even though the Jamaican historian Clinton Black
declares 1865 as the end of the “dark age which had begun in 1838,” 203 the injustices
against the majority black population continued until well after 1865.
Over the last century of the colonial period (1865-1962), economic and social
disenfranchisement continued to structure Jamaican society, especially along racial and
color lines. The Afro-Jamaican majority did not have access to economic, social, and
political capital. The reforms following the 1865 Morant Bay Rebellion allowed some
members of the peasant class to move into the working class as teachers, nurses, and civil
servants. The rise of peasants into the black working class was partly due to them having
greater access to church-based free schools. As part of the reform, the colonial
government (crown administration) made more state funds available for elementary
education beginning in 1867. 204 The establishment of a national grammar school in 1879
and further secondary expansion of education in 1890s granted struggling AfroJamaicans more access to social advancements. Yet the Anglican Church, the state
church, operated most of these education institutions such as teachers’ colleges. 205
Education and religion blended during the colonial period to the extent that schooling
became part of the “civilizing” mission. Brian Moore and Michele Johnson argue that:
Education and Christianity were thus to go hand in hand to create a new
Jamaican society in the wake of the “barbarism” of Morant Bay, and it is
not surprising that the missionaries who were largely responsible for the
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propagation of the Christian gospel were also entrusted with the task of
educating the children of slaves into “civilized” ways. 206
Whereas Christian missionaries during the period of African enslavement focused on
excising and redeeming the souls of the wretched Africans through religious instruction,
the clergy in the postemancipation period used formal schooling to instill within the black
population Euro-Christian morals thereby making them respectable citizens for the
British Empire.
The Christian churches’ focus on education helped to elevate black Jamaicans, but
this was at the expense of sacrificing their Africanness. The “civilizing” impact of
church-based education meant that African religious and cultural practices had to be
rooted out if students of African descent are going to be good British subjects. Education
provided respectability and respectability required of the African person to divest
him/herself of superstitions and backwardness. Of course, to the colonial elites and those
who aspired to this respectability, superstition and backwardness referred to all African
cultural practices. Most Afro-Jamaicans felt that attending the state church or mission
church instead of Kumina sessions was the “proper” thing to do. They felt that speaking
the English language instead of the Jamaican (Patwa) language was better. Through
education, the colonists and their agents anglicized the black population to embody
Eurocentric norms, ideals, and practices to a greater extent than the whip of the slave
master was ever able to do. The crisis of identity became the burden of black people in
the decades following independence. Thus, the words of Marcus Garvey, through the
musical voice of Bob Marley continues to reverberate: “Emancipate yourself from mental
slavery!” 207
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Conclusion
It is on the tail end of this nearly 440 years of colonial and neocolonial contact and
domination, African resistance, identity negation, and cultural assertiveness that Rastafari
enters the Afro-Jamaican religious field. The theoretical and historical overview of the
Afro-Jamaican religious field highlights the indomitable spirit of oppressed people and
how their collective efforts, from the indigenous people of the Caribbean to the Africans,
shape the Jamaican religious experience. In Chapter 3, the discussion will focus on the
immediate social and religious contexts of the early twentieth century that gave rise to
Rastafari. The emphasis will be on the ideological antecedents upon which Rastafari
could emerge as a race-consciousness spiritual manifestation, calling colonized people
back to their African roots.
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CHAPTER 3
THE ORIGIN, LOGIC, AND STRUCTURE OF RASTAFARI
“Princes shall come out of Egypt
and Ethiopia shall soon stretch forth her hand unto God.”
Psalm 68:31
“Wake up Ethiopia! Wake up Africa!
Let us work towards the one glorious end of a free, redeemed and mighty nation.”
(Marcus Mosiah Garvey). 208
Introduction
Rastafari emerged in the Jamaican religious field during the early twentieth century. The
exact date for the formation of Rastafari is unknown. However, most scholars point to
sometime in the 1930s, just before or after the coronation of Emperor Hailie Selassie I of
Ethiopia, as the inception point for the movement. 209 The movement started among the
poor and subaltern class of Jamaicans living in Kingston before taking root among the
peasant class in St. Thomas Parish. The earliest public record of the message of Rastafari
comes through the voice of the colonial newspaper, Daily Gleaner, when on December
16, 1933 the paper reported on “A Blatant Swindle Being Carried on in the Parish of St.
Thomas.” 210 The Daily Gleaner negatively characterized as blasphemous, deceptive, and
sedition the gathering of a “sleek young Jamaican” with 800 followers proclaiming King
Ras Tafari as the Spirit of the Lord returned. This “sleek” young Jamaican was Leonard
Percival Howell, a world traveler and a recent returnee to Jamaica imbued with Marcus
Garvey’s pan-Africanist philosophy. Joseph Hibbert and Robert Hines were among the
800 followers helping Howell declare His Imperial Majesty Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia
as God and King. The mass gathering fashioned like a Pentecostal revival meeting or a
95

political rally disrupted the colonial status quo and prompted in motion decades of
colonial repression against Rastafari.
Although the Gleaner reported on the gathering in December 1933, the colonial
authorities had already started to surveil Howell and his followers as of April 1933. In
one of the police constable’s reports, he testifies that he heard Howell making the
declaration that:
The Lion of Judah has broken the chain, and we of the black race are now
free. George the Fifth has sent his third son down to Africa in 1928 to bow
down to our new king Ras Tafair. Ras Tafari is King of Kings and Lord of
Lords. The Black people must not look to George the Fifth as their King
any more – Ras Tafair is their king… The negro is now free and the white
people will have to bow to the Negro Race. 211
The proclamation of Emperor Haile Selassie I as king and God and Ethiopia as the
Promised Land to which black people will return comprised the core beliefs of the early
Rastas. The beliefs of Rastafari expanded over time with the introduction of dreadlocks, a
coherent formulation of I-and-I consciousness, ital livity, repatriation, and black
reparations. However, their belief in the divinity and kingship of Emperor of Hailie
Selassie and the evils of the colonial state remained two of the most enduring pillars of
Rastafari philosophy.
The emergence of Rastafari posed an ontological and epistemic challenge to the
colonial Jamaican society experiencing a crisis of identity. The message of Rastafari – a
black God, a black king, and a black kingdom – exposed the thinly veiled racism
entrenched in colonial Jamaica. The message challenged the imperial and racial order in
Jamaica. From its very inception, Rastafari represented an ideological challenge to the
colonial order, its mode of existence, values, and systems of knowledge production and
legitimation.
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A thorough understanding of Rastafari requires an analysis of Rastafari as a
movement (socio-political action), a system of thought (philosophy), and a religion
(consisting of rituals and theological positions). Rastafari, in the first instance, is a sociopolitical movement engaging the problems of colonial life by offering a different path to
the full liberation of black people. The legal enactment of emancipation from slavery in
1838 was not the end of captivity for black people in Jamaica. Europeans and Eurocentric
thinking continued to dominate black people. The dissociation of Afro-Jamaicans from
their African roots and culture cemented in the minds of Rastas that black people
remained mentally enslaved. Even today, Rastas argue that colonial mentality continues
to restrict black people to a subservient and marginalized social standing. As a sociopolitical movement, Rastafari calls for the full liberation and total upliftment of black
people around the globe.
Rastafari is not only a socio-ideological movement grounded in the liberation of
black people, but it is equally a spiritual system with its own form of religious capital and
“goods of salvation.” A gathering of 800 people in 1933 to hear the message of Rastafari
was no easy feat. Howell, Hinds, Hibbert, and the other early Rasta preachers had
certainly developed and marketed goods of salvation that would be attractive to members
of the peasant class and urban subaltern and challenge the religio-colonial establishment.
As a spiritual movement, Rastafari constructed a cosmology in which Haile Selassie
reigns supreme as King of Kings and Lord of Lords, the Conquering Lion of the Tribe of
Judah, and Earth’s Rightful Ruler. The spiritual message that the proclaimers of Rastafari
marketed at the inception of the movement in the 1930s and continue to propagate is a

97

“trod” that seeks to reconnect Rasta and all black people to their place in history as
children of the divine majesty.
Although Rastafari emerged as a “new religious movement” in the twentieth
century, it is grounded in the collective Afro-Jamaican cultural, spiritual, philosophical,
and sapiential traditions. The purpose of this chapter is to outline the philosophical
orientation of Rastafari as an African-derived system of thought that developed from the
Myal-Revival-Kumina religious complex, the doctrine of Ethiopianism as manifested in
the teachings of Marcus Garvey and pan-Africanism, and of course Rastafari’s
particularized engagement with the Bible. The Myal-Revival-Kumina religious complex,
Ethiopianism, and Messianic Christian theology are not only the ideological ancestors to
Rastafari but have all shaped the logic and structure of the movement. These ideologies
provided the framework for resisting the racist and imperialistic structures of twentiethcentury Jamaica. The Afro-Jamaica religious complex provided the cosmological basis
for Emperor Haile Selassie I to emerge as a divine figure. It became the ontological and
epistemological blueprint for Rastas to proclaim that the divine dwells within humans,
empowering them and transforming their identity.
While Rastafari overlapped conceptually and, in some cases, drew inspiration
from the multiple movements within the Americas, my reconstruction of its history
focuses on its African roots that have been reshaped by the social and political intricacies
of colonial Jamaica. The narration of Rastafari history from transnational and
hemispheric perspectives is reasonable, but such a historical narrative should not be at the
expense of excising the religion from the local context that gave rise to and shaped it. For
example, Laura Putnam’s discussion of Rastafari within the framework of the “circum-
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Caribbean migratory sphere” suggests that it is “forged from the dual legacy of the
extraordinary cosmopolitanism of the 1920s and the forced localization of the 1930s” and
thus would be indistinguishable from other race-conscious religio-political movements of
the early 1930s. 212 Indeed Rastafari shared many basic principles with twentieth-century
religious groups such as the Moorish Science Temple of America and the Nation of
Islam, particularly as it relates to what Judith Weisenfeld describes as “religio-racial
identity.” 213 Yet, what is missing from Putnam’s analysis is the nuances of Rastafari
discourse, ideology, and structure that only become clear when placed within the AfroJamaican cultural context.
The chapter proceeds by first discussing the socio-historical situation that gave
rise to Rastafari. I will then focus on the Myal-Revival-Kumina complex, Ethiopianism,
and Messianic aspects of Christian theology as ideological sources for the emergence of
Rastafari. I will also examine Rastafari within the parameters of epistemological
maroonage, wherein discontinuities between Rastafari and the broader Afro-Jamaican
worldview become instances of Rastas’ determining their own ideological pathway.
Finally, I discuss the Rasta Problem. In this regard, the Rasta Problem refers to the
marginalization and persecution of Rastafari.

Socio-historical Context: Jamaica in the early 20th Century
Consideration of the socio-political conditions of early twentieth-century Jamaica helps
to illuminate this crisis of identity experienced, but often denied, by the nation’s majority
black population. These socio-political conditions prompted the creation of black
redemption movements, including Rastafari within Jamaica’s religious landscape. When
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the early Rasta pioneers began to proclaim the message of Rastafari in the 1930s, Jamaica
was still one of Britain’s most valuable colonies. The violence of the 1865 Morant Bay
Rebellion loomed large in the memory of the colonial authorities.
Because of the Morant Bay Rebellion and fears among the white elites of a
reoccurrence of a similar rebellion, Britain opted to rule Jamaica directly through a
Crown Colony system of governance introduced in 1866. In the Crown Colony system,
Britain appointed a Legislative Council consisting of the Governor, six officials
appointed by the Governor, and three ex-officio members. Each member of the Council
was white and British. Historian Patrick Bryan explains that the initial popularity of
Crown Colony government among the former planter class was inspired by their belief
that it would maintain white rule in Jamaica. 214 The establishment of Jamaica as a crown
colony further widened the racial disparities and continued to disenfranchise the black
population. Consider, for example, political participation in the electoral system. In 1886
only 7443 men out of a population of roughly 580000 people met the financial criteria to
become eligible voters in Jamaica. 215 While blacks accounted for 51% of the electorate,
the colonial political leadership remained exclusively white. Furthermore, whites in
Jamaica held higher electoral privileges relative to their actual numbers. The reduction of
the poll tax from £1 to 10 shillings in 1887 saw an increase in the number of eligible
voters. However, the imposition of a literary test to vote limited the number of AfroJamaicans who could participate in the electoral process.
Anti-black sentiments and Afrophobia 216 pushed the white colonial hierarchy in
Jamaica to limit as much as possible the political participation of black Jamaicans. The
racism in Jamaica mirrored the antebellum south in the United States, minus the
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lynching. A constant feature of the racist fear was that black self-governance in Jamaica
would transform the island into something like Haiti. In the constitutional debates of
1895, Governor Henry Blake passionately argued in a confidential dispatch for the
strengthening of white rule. In the memo he dismissed the capacity of black Jamaicans
for political leadership. He warned against the folly of the colored men’s political
ambition, noting that “Hayti ought to show them the fallacy of this view, where no
coloured man is tolerated in a position of power.” 217 Just a few years later, an opinion
piece in the Daily Gleaner warned about Jamaica becoming like Haiti if left to be ruled
by black people. 218 Women remained excluded from Jamaican politics until 1920, but the
higher age and tax requirement meant that most black women could not participate in the
process. 219 The voting population remained between 6%- 8% well into the 1930s. 220 No
significant change to the electoral system occurred until 1944 when Jamaica gained
Universal Adult Suffrage, which allowed women and men of age 21 and older to vote
regardless of economic standing.
Political disenfranchisement was one aspect of the marginalization experienced
by the Afro-Jamaican population during the late nineteenth to early twentieth centuries.
Poverty, landlessness, inadequate schooling, and the persistence of plantation-based
employment made life extremely difficult for the black population. The inability of the
ex-slaves to own arable land in Jamaica following the abolition of slavery created a class
of landless peasants. 221 Many of these formerly enslaved African people illegally settled
on Crown lands and practiced subsistence farming. These squatter settlements are
colloquially called “capture lands.” People in Jamaica continue to refer to some
communities as capture land, an indication of the history and persistence of land tenure
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problems among the poorest of the population. For example, the rural community in
which I grew up and where my family continues to reside is still called capture land. It is
one of the many communities in Westmoreland Parish, where low-income families
settled in the early 1970s. The area was a cow pasture before the first people, including
my family, settled in the area. Most of the settlers did not own the land until the 1980s
when the People’s National Party granted land titles to poor people. The problem with the
inability to own property in Jamaica is that a sizeable section of the population becomes
nomadic, and every so often, people will literally move their board houses from one piece
of captured land to another.
Many Afro-Jamaican peasants attempted to build economic independence by
becoming small farmers, shopkeepers, market vendors, seamstresses, tailors, and day
laborers. Although the colonial administration allowed the migration of East Indians to
work as indentured laborers on plantations beginning in the 1840s, formerly enslaved
blacks made up the bulk of the labor force on the estates. The plantation system in
Jamaica persisted in the postemancipation period in the form of agricultural estates. The
fact that agriculture accounted for about half the labor force in the late 1920s-1930s
demonstrate the persistence of the plantation system. Approximately 51% of Jamaica’s
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) came from agricultural production and export of sugar,
coffee, and banana, and ground provisions.
Interestingly, Ras Iyah V, one of the Rastafari elders with whom I reasoned,
pointed to the plantation dynamics in the 1960s as one of the motivating forces for him to
become part of Rastafari. He recalls that after seeing that whites controlled the sugar
plantations, but blacks did all the manual labor, he concluded that something was wrong
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with the picture. 222 The unbearable economic disenfranchisement, coupled with the
impact of the interwar Great Depression and labor unionism, exploded in the Labor Riots
in 1938.
The racial inequities experienced in Jamaica created two societies: “high society”
and the peasantry. The two societies were racially, economically, and geographically
separated. Several scholars, including Walter Rodney and Barry Chevannes, have noted
the enduring politics of race and color in Jamaica. Walter Rodney argues that the social
myth of a “harmonious multiracial society” encapsulated in Jamaica’s motto of “Out of
Many, One People,” often veils the racial underpinnings of class oppression. 223 The
peasant class in Jamaica disproportionately consisted of formerly enslaved blacks and
their descendants. White people, former enslavers and their descendants, as well as the
mulatto class (brown people who inherited wealth as a result of being offspring of white
fathers), made up the majority of the upper class. Within the Jamaican landscape,
“uptown” and “downtown” became signifiers of the way geographies of race unfolded in
the country. Uptown became the signifier of high society, the place where wealthy white
and brown Jamaicans live. Downtown designated the place of the poor, urban class of
black Jamaicans, the population from which many of the early followers of Rastafari
came.
With respect to the upward social mobility of the peasant class in the twentieth
century, Chevannes makes the case that “No matter how industrious and socially
differentiated the slave descendants in Jamaica were, very few were able to move up the
ranks of the social order to the top, for color provided the principal stumbling block.” 224
The stumbling block of color and race resulted in the majority black population
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occupying the lowest economic level. Until recently, darker-skinned Jamaicans could not
work as bank tellers, flight attendants, or move into positions of leadership. While it is a
fact that people of the peasant class transcended the class limits to become the working
class and middle-class in the period following Jamaica’s independence in 1962, they
never totally escaped the problems of race-color-class inequities that characterize colonial
and “postcolonial” Jamaica.
The impact of racism in Jamaica, especially as experienced through economic and
social alienation, was often “softened” by the state’s attempt to inculcate forms of British
and high society mores in poor black people. Participation in civil life through colonial
parades, festivities, church services, odes to the monarchy, and a lesser extent, schooling
gave black people the impression that racism did not exist in Jamaica and that all the
queen’s subjects were on equal footing. The race problem and racism in Jamaica became
buried by the internalization of British imperialism. Patrick Bryan argues this point by
noting:
It was the concept of empire which bridged that gap between races and
classes in Jamaica. British civilization, pride in empire and in monarchy
were driven home with mammoth demonstrations in honor of Queen
Victoria’s Golden Jubilee in 1887 and Diamond Jubilee in 1897. 225
The mourning of Queen Victoria’s death in 1901 further demonstrates the degree to
which British imperialism had made loyal subjects out of the Afro-Jamaican population.
The Handbook of Jamaica for 1903 reported on the universal and nationwide mourning
of the queen’s death demonstrated by packed church services in each parish. The colonial
administration declared Victoria Day a national holiday on May 24, 1901. 226 Moore and
Johnson reiterate the view that black and brown Jamaicans embraced Queen Victoria as
their liberator and imperial mother because they believed that she had freed them from
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slavery. 227 The devotion to and love for the British monarch displayed by the Jamaicans
illustrates the problem of internalizing the colonial condition. This condition of
internalized coloniality created for many African Jamaican, what W.E.B. Du Bois called
the “peculiar sensation of double-consciousness” – “this sense of always looking at one’s
self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks
on in amused contempt and pity.” 228 Double-consciousness is indeed a crisis of identity.
It is an ontological pitfall that has left many black people in colonial Jamaica suspended
between Anglo-desirability and the denial of their African identity.

The Maroon Path: Cultural Continuities and Discontinuities
The preceding discussion on the socio-historical context within which Rastafari emerged
and the argument that I present about its cosmological and ideological antecedents
establish that Rastas actively engage Afro-Jamaican cultures, embracing some aspects
while rejecting others. The process of engaging and disengaging from the established
order (be it the colonial British imperial order or the Afro-Jamaican cultural norm)
represents the Rastafari mode of constructing alternative pathways within the Jamaican
society and culture that are intended to liberate the minds and souls of black people. I
suggest that this is a process of epistemological maroonage. Epistemological because the
process involves the reconstitution of knowledge, systems of knowledge production, and
knowledge legitimation. In other words, Rastas’ engagement with the established order
involved the shifting of what Michel Foucault refers to as “episteme.” 229 The use of the
word maroonage acknowledges the historical process of flight from the plantation
complex but pushes beyond the physical escape to focus on the ideological dimensions of
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freedom. As a theory, epistemological maroonage helps us to understand Rastafari
ideological disengagement from imperial, anti-freedom, and anti-African systems, but it
also helps to explain Rastas’ selectivity in engaging African modalities. Selectivity as a
feature of epistemological maroonage is a self-determining process. Therefore, what
appears to some critics of Rastafari as simply African idealization rather than African
derivation in Rastafari thought comes from an inadequate analytical framework of
determining how the early Rastas chartered their path to liberation in mind and body.
The path from Myal, Revival, Kumina, Garveyism, or Christianity to Rastafari
shows that Rastas had a methodology of determining what aspects of African culture or
the Bible are essential to the construction of their worldview. Several scholars have
thoroughly examined aspects of Rastafari belief and ritual that can be directly traced back
to Myal, Revival, or Kumina. 230 Most of these scholars follow the traditional
Herskovitsian model for identifying African continuities. Maureen Warner-Lewis, for
example, deploys “a theory of synchronic dominant and sub-dominant trends” to account
for why some cultural characteristics re-surface in Rastafari while others disappear. 231
Warner-Lewis’ theoretical model for mapping cultural continuities is useful in that it
provides a clear list of the possible African and African-derived cultural patterns.
Furthermore, her attention to conceptual formulations, as opposed to a fixation on rituals
and performatives, makes her approach serviceable toward accounting for the cultural
context that gave rise to Rastafari. However, the model does not fully account for how
and why these elements appear or disappear, thus giving the impression of passive
cultural diffusion when, in fact, a more intentional mechanism was at work.
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Similarly, Barry Chevannes advances a model of cultural reconstruction that helps
to identify the continuities between Rastafari and its Revival past. 232 The identification of
the continuities is important because they help to position Rastafari within the larger
African-derived religious matrix and help to make sense of the routinization of Rastafari.
But the relationship between Rastafari and the cosmological, epistemological, and
ontological antecedents result from Rastas’ intentional (dis)engagement with these
cultural and ideological systems.

Work (in) the Spirits: Ancestral Religions as Cosmological Antecedent
Before the early Rasta pioneers bellowed the race-conscious message of Rastafari,
Myalists, Revivalists, and Kumina devotees invoked and worked the spirits against the
colonial order that actively tried to erase African identity. Although these traditions
integrated Christian ideas and symbols, they represent the strongest retention of African
spirituality in Jamaica. The primary emphases of these spiritual forms have always been
on maintaining connections with the spirit(s) through possession and offering and
providing healing to individuals and society through the “working of the spirits,”
herbalism, and combat rituals. 233 Yet the focus on these traditions is not limited to their
revolutionary power in keeping intact the ontological totality of oppressed black people
in Jamaica. These traditions provided the ideological blueprint from which Rastafari
could construct a theological world in which a human could become God, and such a God
would eventually become a part of the human being, giving power and enlightenment to
them.

107

Spirits form an important part of African traditional and African-derived
religions. Spirits are at the center of African cosmologies: they create, guide, empower,
and heal. John Mbiti’s study of African traditional religion points to the proliferation and
uniquity of spirits in African cosmology. The spirits occupy different domains depending
on the society. For example, Mbiti points out that the Igbo considers the underground as
the dwelling place of spirits. Mbiti also notes that “the majority of people hold that spirits
dwell in the woods, bush, forest, rivers, mountains, or just around the villages.” 234 In the
Afro-Jamaican culture, some people believe that spirits (often called duppies) live in the
Silk cotton trees and take on the form of moths or lizards. 235
Martha Beckwick, in her study of Jamaican folklife, suggests that the cotton tree
is an important site of spiritual labor for the Myalman and Myalwoman since this is
where they catch souls, find, and release the shadows of the living stolen by Obeahmen
and Obeahwomen. 236 The spirits have their domain. Only a permeable barrier exists
between the world of the spirits and the realm of the living. Spirits move freely between
the two worlds. Within the traditional African society and the African diasporic culture,
people believe that the spirits have a hand in the (mis)fortunes of people. The belief in
spirits as the cause of trouble is not unlike the Azande people’s belief in witchcraft as the
ultimate cause of misfortune. 237 Spirits can appear in dreams and visions with
instructions and warnings. In Jamaica, dreaming of a deceased loved one is a common
example of spirits interacting in the world of the living. In many cases, the spirit of the
deceased relative announces in the dream that someone close is going to die.
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Spirits do not often take the liberty to engage in the world of the living without
invitation. Through conjuring and spirit possession, the spirits show up and take charge
of individuals. Mbiti argues that:
Spirit possession occurs in one form or another in practically every
African society. Yet, spirit possession is not always to be feared, and there
are times when it is not only desirable, but people induce it through special
dancing and drumming until the person concerned experiences spirit
possession during which he may even collapse. 238
The manifestation of spirit possession in the Afro-Jamaican religious experience is
consistent with a cosmology in which spirits interact in the world of the living. In most
cases, the worshippers or participants invoke the good spirits through rituals.
Joseph Murphy, in his comparative study of African diasporic religions, carefully
examines the presence and work of spirit(s) in Vodou, Candomblé, Santería, Revival
Zion, and the Black Church. Murphy’s central point is that the working of spirit in
ceremonies brings the various African diasporic religions into continuity with the
traditional African religions. Murphy concludes, “The focus on the ceremonies of the
spirit in the African diaspora shows a broad commonality that distinguishes them from
the European-derived traditions around them.” 239 He further notes that “Diasporan
spirituality can be recognized by its orientation to Africa, its reciprocity of spirit and
human being, and its sharing of the spirit in the service of their community.” 240 The
working of spirit, in Murphy’s analysis, does not only distinguish African diasporic
religions from European-derived religions but is the key ancestral link between Africa
and the African diaspora.
Practitioners of Myal and Revival during the colonial period weaponized the
working of the spirits to fight against the evil forces of racial and colonial oppression.
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The Afro-spiritualists waged their war against enslavement, colonization, and racial
oppression both physically and spiritually. Since the world of spirit and the world of
humans intertwine within African cosmologies, many of these Afro-spiritualists
interpreted evil as a spirito-social condition against which they must wage spiritual
warfare. The belief in spiritual warfare is an old concept that manifests in many religious
traditions. In Christianity, for example, the New Testament makes hortatory injunctions
to the early Christians to fight against the spiritual forces of evil in heavenly realms
(Ephesians 6:12; 2 Corinthians 10:3-5; 1 Peter 5:8). The presence of and protection
against jinn (spiritual beings) in Islam is another example of the type of spiritual
malevolence against which religious communities must fight. 241 Myalism, like the
multiple traditional African beliefs that shaped its emergence in Jamaica, operated by the
cosmological principle of fluidity between the spiritual and physical worlds. The
conceptualization of evil and misfortunes in Myalism, therefore, reflected an African
view that sorcery is a key source of evil and misfortune.
Monica Schuler argues that Myalism emerged as a pan-African religious society
among the enslaved Africans in the 1760s “to protect slaves against European
sorcery.” 242 The association of sorcery with societal ills in Myalism is significant. Firstly,
it shows that Africans enslaved in Jamaica understood the existential impact of slavery
and analyzed the problem in culturally relevant terms. Since sorcery, or witchcraft,
represents the highest evil inflicted upon another person, Africans interpreted the
European practice of enslavement as the highest form of wickedness against the African
person. Secondly, the interpretation of societal and social ills as sorcery demonstrates the
this-worldly orientation of Myalism. The focus on the cause of human problems being
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this-worldly despite the actions of evil forces is rooted in traditional African
metaphysics. 243 As a present-worldly tradition, Myalists found the cure to human
problems in this world and not in a world to come. Rastafari inherited this presentworldly orientation in its approach to fight against Babylon through symbolic, spiritual,
and physical means. Building on the Myalists interpretation, Rastas identify evil as a
politico-racial condition brought about by the downpressor (since oppression is not
uplifting, Rastas say “down-pression” and calls the oppressor a down-pressor). 244
The cure to human and societal problems comes from the rituals of healing and
the rituals of resistance. The Myalist definition of healing encompassed the curing of
spiritual and physical ailments as well as restoring a broken society. Schuler elaborates
on the healing rituals of Myalists within a “this-worldly” context. She argues that:
The Myal notion of sin as sorcery, an offense not against God but against
society, made it far more this-word oriented than the Baptist faith. Myal
ritual offered a cure for society’s ills which, since they were caused by
sorcery, could be eradicated by antisorcery ritual. 245
The antisorcery rituals performed by Myalists addressed everyday concerns especially
sickness and affliction. 246 With the use of medicinal plants, the Myalman or Myalwoman
cured the physical and spiritual ailments of the afflicted. The nineteenth-century Baptist
missionary James Phillippo in highlighting the religious progress of black Jamaicans
from the time of their captivity to the early days following emancipation, provides the
following commentary on Myal:
As a further proof of the progress which the negroes have made in
civilization (and for the illustration of which these particulars are
introduced), it may be remarked that the spell of Obeism and its kindred
abominations is broken, and the enchantment dissolved. In some districts,
it is true, Myalism has recently revived; but it has been owing to the
absence of a law since the abrogation of the Slave Act, by which the
perpetrators could be punished together with the difficulties and
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expensiveness, in many districts, of procuring proper medical advice and
aid. Thus the Myal-men, having most of them been employed in
attendance on the sick in the hospitals of estates, and thereby acquired
some knowledge of medicine, have, since the abolition of slavery, set up
as medical men; and, in order to increase their influence, and,
consequently, their gains, have called to their aid the mysteries of this
abominable superstition; in many cases accomplishing their purposes by
violence as well as by terror. 247
Although Phillippo denigrates the practice of Myal and laments the lack of medical
knowledge among the black population that allowed the practice of Myal to thrive, his
argument inadvertently shows the practical approach of the tradition to address sickness.
Phillippo misinterprets the source of “medical knowledge” in Myal. Myal herbalism –
that is, the extensive knowledge of indigenous plants and their uses – provided the source
of knowledge for Myalists to engage in healing rituals. From Phillippo’s comments, it is
obvious that Myalists developed and deployed herbal and spiritual healing as “salvation
goods” to the extent that a Baptist minister like Phillippo became concerned about the
influence of Myal on the Afro-Jamaican Christian population. As Schuler rightly
observes, it is not by force that the Myalists became entrenched in the religious life of the
Afro-Jamaican population. Rather, it is because many Afro-Jamaicans found Myalism
more applicable and relevant than missionary Christianity. 248 Myalism, as a tradition of
connecting to the spirits and providing healing, addressed the problems of colonial life
directly.
The this-worldly impetus and the weaponization of working the spirits in
Myalism manifested most profoundly in physical encounters with the colonial
oppressors. In every major uprising since 1760, there is documented evidence of
Myalmen and Myalwomen strategizing, organizing, ritualizing, and leading the fight
against racial and colonial oppression. The most obvious sign of Myalists at work in the
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fight against slavery and colonization was the performance of the combat ritual in which
the combatants drank a mixture of gunpowder, animal blood, and herbs. The Myalists
believed that by drinking the potion, the warriors would be protected by the spirits and
guaranteed victory in the physical or spirit world. From Edward Long’s record of the
introduction of Myal dance and the lure of the “callaloo” mixture, we know that Myalists
believed that Myal made them invincible. Long states:
Every Negroe, initiated into the Myal society, would be invulnerable by
the white men; and although they might in appearance be slain, the
Obeahman could, at his pleasure restore the body to life. 249
Long further notes that their potion “rendered the body impenetrable to bullets; so that
the Whites would be perfectly unable to make the least impression upon them, although
they were to shoot at them a thousand times.” 250 While Long’s record of the rituals
intended to expose the folly of the Myalists’ thinking, Long ended up preserving the core
belief of the Myalists’ use of rituals as resistance against their colonial oppressors.
It is this belief in the impenetrability of the rituals of resistance why Nanny of the
Maroons, Tacky, Sam Sharpe, and Paul Bogle employed the combat ritual before
launching attacks on the European oppressors. Over time, and especially during the Myal
resurgence in the 1840s, Maylists declared themselves to be instruments of God’s justice
in purging the world of evil. They referred to themselves as God’s angels tasked with
clearing the land for Jesus’ coming. 251 Schuler contends that the clearing of the land
meant eradicating Obeah. Yet, the Myalists’ concern and entanglement with social and
economic affairs suggest that their clearing of the land extended beyond competing with
Obeah workers for legitimation and dominance in the religious field. Clearing the land
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seems to be the work of making the present world a place of justice and righteousness,
which of necessity means contesting colonial oppression.
The general contours of Myal cosmology and epistemology translated into the
structure and worldview of Revivalism. Revivalism developed in Jamaica in wake of the
Great Revivals of the 1860s, incorporating Myal, Native Baptist, and Christian elements.
The Great Revivals led resulted in the creation of two branches of Revivalism: a type that
closer resembles Christian ritual practices known as Revival Zion and a more African
retentive type known as Pukumina/Pocomina/Pocomania. 252 During his fieldwork in
Kingston in 1953, George Simpson learned that people often talked about Revival as
another type of Revivalism; however, there is no perceptible difference between Revival
and Revival Zion. 253 The differences among the branches of Revivalism have always
been challenging to determine. Simpson offers what he considers to be the most
important distinguishing features between Pocomania and Revival Zion based on his
experience in West Kingston. He suggests that “less emphasis on preaching and Bible
explanations and more focus on singing and ‘spiritual’ dancing; greater use of witchcraft;
more extreme techniques of healing; and perhaps, more emotional instability among
leaders, in Pocomania than in Revival Zion.” 254 Simpson’s suggestion of the differences
is, at best tentative. Each distinguishing characteristic that Simpson provides is, in fact,
present in both Revival Zion and Pukumina.
The degree to which those elements are present cannot be determined by simply
looking at both practices even if they are observed together in real time. Any differences
observed between Revival Zion and Pukumina are perspectival rather than conceptual.
By this, I mean that the practitioners mark the differences based on what they think the
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other group does. For example, during my discussion with one of the Revivalist bishops
at Sacred Heart Spiritual Church of Jesus Christ International in Savanna-la-Mar,
Jamaica, he informs me that “Poco and Revival” are not the same because Poco deals
with duty table and Myal spirit. In contrast, Revival deals with the thanksgiving table and
Jesus Christ. 255
More significant than the differences are the underlying principles of Revivalism
in shaping black social consciousness in Jamaican history and the philosophical modes
that helped to shape Rastafari. Although Chevannes uses the term Revivalism to refer
broadly to the belief structure of Jamaican peasant life, the general themes that he
discusses are as reflective of the Revival religion as it is of the peasant worldview. 256 The
use of Revivalism to refer to the worldview somewhat overrepresents Revival religion as
the shaper of Afro-Jamaican culture whereas, in fact, the directionality of influence is the
other way. Revival religion is a subset of Afro-Jamaican culture and the associated folk
philosophy.
Nevertheless, the five themes identified by Chevannes provide a useful point of
reference for understanding the philosophical orientation of Revivalism: (1) God, Spirits,
and the Dead, (2) Nature, (3) Mankind, (4) Healing and Divination, and (5) the
Idealization of Africa. 257 I will follow Chevannes’ outline, but I will discuss nature,
healing, and divination together since Revivalists draw upon the power of nature in the
ritualization of healing. The notion of idealization of Africa in Revivalism relates to both
Zionism and Ethiopianism. As I will discuss later in the chapter, Zionism in the general
black and Afro-Jamaican religious contexts, is the appropriation of the biblical idea of
returning to one’s ancestral home (Africa/Zion) after being exiled. 258 It is both a political
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and spiritual strategy for dealing with the feeling and condition of alienation brought
about by racial oppression. Ethiopianism, as a doctrine of black agency and promise of
redemption, dovetails into this particularistic interpretation of Zionism.
God, spirits, and the dead represent one aspect of the Revival cosmology.
According to Chevannes, Big Massa or Massa God is the supreme being but is
considered to be distanced. 259 Because Big Massa is not involved in the daily affairs of
the believer, spirits such as Pupa Jesus, angels, Satan, and prophets take charge of the
mundane by helping or injuring the believer. Simpson’s list of the most popular spirits in
Revivalism includes biblical figures, thus highlighting the Christian influence on the
religion. 260 Simpson also notes that conspicuously missing from the Revival roster of
spirits are the names of African gods. 261 Hugh Hodges argues that the “old gods were not
dying; they had simply taken new names and new forms. They have been transformed by
arrival in the New World, transformed further by enslavement and then by contact with
the Christian God, but they were still real” 262 Alleyne also attributes contact with
Christianity as the cause of “a continuum of religious variation” resulting in the
disappearance of the names of African deities. 263 However, the conceptual survival of
African ideas of divinity in the Americas is not in dispute.
The puzzling question is why African names survived in some territories and
completely disappeared in others? Barrett’s suggestion that because the Catholic church
had a more accommodating approach than Protestants to non-European cultures, African
religious retentions remained stronger in predominantly Catholic nations like Cuba and
Haiti than in Protestant ones like Jamaica is a reasonable starting point for understanding
the absence of African deities (at least in name) from the spiritual world of
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Revivalism. 264 A similar explanation may be deduced from Mercedes Cros Sandoval’s
study of Santería in Cuba. Sandoval argues that the paternalistic stance of the Catholic
Church towards slaves, its softer approach to evangelizing, the Church’s emphasis on
veneration of multiple saints and paths to the Blessed Virgin, and its cabildos institution
provided Africans a better path to keep their religion intact. 265 Like the Myal view,
Revivalists believe that spirits can possess the body invited and uninvited. Revival
Zionists guard against the bad spirits by using a red flag and a pair of scissors to “cut and
clear” evil.
The Revivalists’ view of nature is reflective of an Afro-Jamaican worldview in
which nature is seen as an active force in daily life. Chevannes argues that “The Jamaican
view of nature is concrete, rather than abstract, manifesting itself in important animistic
beliefs about natural objects and things. 266 In this view of nature, the natural world does
not simply lay dormant for human beings to use and manipulate it. Nature has its own
power which can help and harm people. In his discussion of God and nature in African
traditional religions, Mbiti reaches the following conclusion:
It emerges clearly that for African peoples, this is a religious universe.
Nature in the broadest sense of the word is not an empty impersonal object
or phenomenon: it is filled with religious significance. Man gives life even
where natural objects and phenomena have no biological life. God is seen
in and behind these objects and phenomena: they are His creation, they
manifest Him, they symbolize His being and presence. The invisible world
is symbolized or manifested by these visible and concrete phenomena and
objects of nature. 267
Mbiti’s analysis is theocentric and reflects the Christian doctrine of creation in which
God is the primary causal agent (Creator). Human beings are the secondary actors (God’s
designee or steward). But Mbiti’s examination of nature shows that spirits too act in and
through nature.
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The view that God acts through nature is also seen in many Afro-Jamaican
religions. Natural phenomena such as the flash of lighting, the clapping of thunder,
pouring of rain, and the occurrence of natural disasters are believed to be the works of the
Almighty. Even today in Jamaica, children are told that when the sun is out while it rains,
it is a sign that the devil and God are fighting.
The power of plants in ritual healing is one of the key components of Revivalist’s
understanding of nature. Revivalists use various plants to create an herbal bath for
individuals who are under spiritual attack. They break a dried coconut on the ground to
ward off evil spirit. Water is also an important force of nature in Revivalism. An enamel
basin with water and leaves of the plant “Leaf of Life” (Bryophyllum pinnatum). They
position the basin before the altar facing the congregation. The water is consecrated and
can prevent misfortune or evil spirits.
I learned the power of the basin of water during my visit to Jerusalem Spiritual
Schoolroom in Watt Town, the spiritual headquarters of Revival Zion in Jamaica.
Towards the end of the service, Sister Monica pointed at my friend and instructed him to
come to the front of the church. As soon as my friend got up, she bellowed at me, “you
come too!” The spirit told her that something was not right with us (some spiritual
danger). She instructed us to walk about the table on which the basin of water sat three
times before pouring the water in our hands. I drank some of the water and used some to
wash my face. The ritual represents one type of spiritual cleansing, a preemptive move to
ward off evil. The famous Revivalist Alexander Bedward (1859-1930) claimed that the
Hope River had curative powers. After all, thousands of people traveled across the island
for Bedward to baptize and dip them into the Hope River.
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Chevannes offers a summary of the Revivalist ontology in which human beings
have a soul, spirit, and shadow. 268 Revivalists see the soul as that part which goes to
heaven or hell after death. The spirit travels during sleep and manifests in dreams. The
shadow is part of the living being. It is a conscious reflection of the person akin to the
mind except that it can be harmed by witchcraft. Even though Revivalists identity soul,
spirit, and shadow in the composition of human beings, human life exists at the point of
indivisibility of soul, spirit, and shadow. This view of human composition and existence
is widely present in Africana religions. For example, in Bantu Philosophy, Placide
Tempels outlines the centrality of “force” in Bantu ontology. Tempels notes that “the
concept “force” is bound to the concept “being” even in the most abstract thinking upon
the notion of being.” 269 Tempels further expounds on the connection of force and being
by outlining that:
They [Bantu] distinguish in man body, shadow and breath. This breath is
the assumed manifestation, the evident sign of life, though it is mortal and
in no way corresponds with what we understand by soul, especially the
soul as subsisting after death, when the body with its shadow and its
breath will have disappeared. What lives on after death is not called by the
Bantu by a term indicating part of a man. 270
While Jamaican Revivalism is not a direct translation of Bantu ontology, we can observe
from Tempels’ description, the general pattern of human life as the inseparability of the
various components of soul, spirit, and body.
Clinton Hutton, using Omosade Awolalu and P. Adelumo Dopamu’s West African
Traditional Religion as a guide, provides a useful summary of the nature of humans
across West African societies. Hutton summarizes that the human has a physical body
(known as ara in Yoruba, naka in Nupe and esu in Akan) which houses the shadow (ojiji
in Yoruba, fifingi in Nupe, and we-sagu in Ewe and Fon), and the essence of being or
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personality-soul (ori in Yourba, chi in Igbo and ye in Ewe). 271 Simpson rightly describes
the nature of African ontology as the “multiple soul concept.” 272 Humans are created
beings endowed with the power to rule nature, humans are composite beings in the
African sense.
A significant part of understanding the nature of humans in Revival thought, and
the broader African philosophy is the divinity of man. Alexander Bedward’s claims to
divinity is an example of the complex view on the nature of humans. Martha Beckwick
met Bedward on in1920 during her research in Jamaica. Beckwick notes that this was an
important time for Bedward and his followers because Bedward proclaimed that he
would ascend to heaven on December 31, 1920. 273 Bedward did not ascend to heaven but
was institutionalized at the Bellevue mental asylum in Kingston, where he died in 1930.
But his proclamation that he would fly to heaven was not the most profound claim made
by Bedward. According to Beckwick:
Bedward had at this time changed his title from that of Shepherd and
announced himself the very incarnation of Christ. He was to be addressed
as “Lord.” He pressed this point with a touch of asperity: “I myself am
Jesus Christ; I was crucified,” he insisted. In conversation, his grievance
against the whites came out. 274
Beckwick characterizes Bedward’s claim to have become the incarnate Christ as a
“moment of pettishness” but otherwise thought of him as a genuine and reasonable man.
Claims of human beings transforming into God are not popular among Revivalists.
Revivalists would consider the case of Bedward an extreme one. However, Revivalists do
know from scripture that the converse is true where God became human. Bedward
essentially flipped the process of incarnation in which man became God. Some biblical
scholars and experts in Hellenistic thought have explored this concept of theios aner
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(θεῖος ἀνέρ) or God-man, arguing that human beings including Jesus Christ have
transformed from human to divine through their performance of miraculous works. 275
There is no indication that Bedward had any such theological explanation for his claim
except that he had the symbolic authority to declare himself divine. Revivalists talk about
becoming holy and even make mention of divine (spiritual) power given to them by God.
Charles Prince mentions that a segment of the Bedward movement, the Order of
Melchisedec, preached the return to Africa and the messiahship of Haile Selassie. 276
Selassie’s messiahship for these Bedwardites seem to be linked to black (political)
redemption and not necessarily connected to Selassie’s divinization.
Kumina devotees, like Revivalists, constructed a cosmology in which human
beings could become deities. Kumina is one of the three main forms of slave religion to
have emerged in Jamaica, but people often grouped with Convince under the heading of
Myalism. 277 Barrett considers Kumina to be an Ashanti influenced folk religion. 278 The
views posited by Alleyne and Barrett are not without opposition.279 Since the publication
of Monica Schuler’s highly influential work on Congolese influence on Afro-Jamaican
religiosity, most scholars agree with her that late Central African emigration to Jamaica
influenced the development of Kumina. According to Schuler, the arrival of West and
Central Africans recaptured by British anti-slave ships and indentured in Jamaica
between 1841s to 1865 transplanted their religious practice, widely known as Kumina. 280
Schuler makes her case by focusing on the formation of Central African communities in
St. Thomas-in-the-East Parish where they practiced min’kuyu, an ancestral cult in which
Kumina is situated. 281
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Additionally, Schuler focuses on the many Kikongo words and remnants of the
Kikongo to justify the theory of postemancipation origin of Kumina. Schuler’s theory
could account for the presence of names of African deities in Kumina but not in other
African-derived religions in Jamaica because more recently arrived Africans would still
have had their mother tongue and a stronger sense of their ancestral religion. The
similarities between Myal, which is undoubtedly a religious expression created in the
slave period, and Kumina makes it difficult to draw a definitive conclusion about the
origin of Kumina. Robert Hood raises this possibility that Kumina was a resurgent
religion. 282 It is also possible that the newly emigrated Central Africans shaped the
existing Kumina practices in Jamaica by introducing new rituals. In any case, the central
point for us here is that within Kumina, the devotees during ritual performance become
absorbed in Nzambi (the sky-god), taking on a cosmic identity. 283
Three tiers of divinity exist in Kumina cosmology: skybound gods, earthbound
gods, and ancestral zombis. 284 Of the skybound gods, Zambi or King Zambi stands at the
head of the pantheon as creator God. There are roughly sixty-two earthbound deities
some of whom have biblical and African names. The most interesting category of
divinities are twenty-one the ancestral zombis because, they are people who were
possessed by the spirits during ritual dancing and drumming. Their elevation to the rank
of ancestral spirit, links to traditional African view on the living dead and creates the
metaphysical context for humans becoming divinities. One of Hutton’s interlocutors
Brother Man explained that he was already a Rasta by the time he migrated to Kingston
because the Poko Church in St. Elizabeth Parish had declared Haile Selassie as God when
they learned of his coronation. 285 Robert Hill, according to Hutton, argues that Kumina
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enabled the adherents of Rastafari to declare the divinity of Selassie because Kumina
devotees had already transformed Selassie into Nzambi Mpungu. 286 I agree with Hutton
that this is the “ontological key” to understanding the early Rastas’ deification of
Selassie.
Another aspect to the elevation of human to God is the notion of royalism. The
display of royalism in Kumina is obvious from the ascription of “Kumina Queen” to the
female ritual leader. The association of monarchy and divinity provides a strong basis for
Kumina devotees and Rastafari followers to make a reasonable leap from Selassie as
King of Kings to Selassie as God. Within the broader Jamaican folk culture, many
Jamaicans interpreted the obeisance and respect shown to the British monarchs as a type
of god worship. Therefore, a shift from King George V to Emperor Haile Selassie would
be in keeping with a perspective of seeing the regal figure like a divine figure. Rastafari
only made more explicit what an idea that has been disguised in metaphor and pageantry.
Furthermore, African notions of royalism and divine kingship provide a basis for
the divine status of humans and the elevation of Selassie to God. Warner-Lewis in tracing
the African roots of divine kingship points to the divine and semi-divine status of leaders
and elders in Akan and Bushongo people. She concludes that “The deification of Hailie
Selassie, therefore, presents itself as a resurgence among expatriate Africans this concept
of divine kingship.” 287 With the proliferation of books on black supremacy, black
Freemasonry, and on the pharaohs of Egypt in Jamaica during the late early 1900s, some
of the early purveyors of Rastafari would have knowledge of the divinity of the pharaohs.
Howell eventually declared himself God. 288 Leonard Howell’s self-deification may have
been the result of accrued religious capital and power like Alexander Bedward, but he
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certainly had an ideological basis for his declaration. According to Kenneth Bilby and
Elliot Leib, Howell’s followers continue to associate Howell as both King Zambi
(Creator God in Kumina) and His Imperial Majesty (Rastafari God and Creator). 289
Howell was not the only “man” elevated to God. Some Rastas regard Marcus Garvey as
divine. Others have deified Prince Emmanuel, the founder of the Bobo Shanti Mansion of
Rastafari. In his Black Supremacy text, Prince Emmanuel declared himself to be Christ
reincarnated. 290 Hence, many Rastas, including members of Abuna Foxe’s Church of
Haile Selassie I reject the use of the Rasta exaltation “Holy Emmanuel I Jah Rastafari” in
reference to God because it gives credence to Prince Emmanuel’s claim to divinity.
Rastas today regard themselves as kings and queens because they believe that black
people were royalty in African before enslavement. Moreover, Rastamen and
Rastawomen have come to regard themselves as divine in the sense that Jah Rastafari
dwells within them. This principle of Jah in humans is the cornerstone of Rastafari
ontology and the locus of their power to live despite the anomic forces of Babylon.

Ethiopianism as An Ideological Basis for Rastafari
Ethiopianism is another ideological antecedent to Rastafari. Ethiopianism is the discourse
on and belief in the religious prominence of Ethiopia and its symbolism of black
liberation. It is a religio-political ideology, discourse, and strategy of resistance to racial
oppression that centers the biblical promise of Ethiopia’s liberation and applies this
promise to the condition of oppressed African peoples worldwide. In fact, Rastafari
absorbed the doctrine of Ethiopianism and envesseled it institutionally and bodily.
Rastafari found within this view incontrovertible proof of the existence of a black God
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and a black Zion. Many of the founders and early members of Rastafari encountered
Ethiopianist ideology through the teachings of Garvey, Bedward, and black freemasonry.
Leonard Howell was a UNIA member before Garvey expelled him from the organization
on charges of being “a con-man and a samfie [Obeah] man.” 291 Archibald Dunkley and
Robert Hinds were Bedwardites and would have known of the Bedwardites’ claim about
Selassie becoming the redeemer of black people and the need to repatriate to Africa. 292
Hinds was a Bedwardite leader. 293 Joseph Hibbert was a member of the masonic society
Ancient Mystic Order of Ethiopia while he had lived in Panama.
The manifestation and ideological impact of Ethiopianism in Jamaica proved a
formidable challenge to the hegemonic racist and debasing view of Africa as an
uncivilized and backward place. As an ideology centered on the glory of Africa
(Ethiopia), the doctrine of Ethiopianism challenged the narrative of the pro-slavery
advocates that enslavement enlightened and made African people better. Rastafari
interpretation of Ethiopianism has always been multilayered. In the first instance, it
meant the rise of black Jamaicans to take control of their country. Resident magistrate
Judge C.A. Bicknell reported to the Governor of the Rastas that:
In the public streets they preach sedition and assert – “that ere long
Jamaica will have its own war and every negro must come to their colours
and fight for their rights! A black Governor! A black Colonial Secretary!
A black Judge! A black Inspector General etc! If Britain has taken Africa
from them they must have Jamaica. And the white man must be under
them etc.” 294
For the early Rastas, Ethiopianism meant the reversal of the local racial power structure.
But it also meant repatriation to Africa more broadly, and to Ethiopia/Zion more
specifically. While Rastafari would further develop at their interpretation of the meaning
and symbolism of Ethiopia, the centrality of Ethiopia in Rastafari philosophy is part of a
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long history of symbolizing the glorious civilization as hope of black people’s
redemption. It is within the ideology of Ethiopianism that Rastafari articulated a Zionist
vision of Africa, the ancestral homeland to which Africans held captive in Babylon (the
colonial state) must return.
Psalm 68:31 is the chief biblical basis of this ideology: “Princes shall come out of
Egypt; Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her hands unto God.” The earliest proponents of
the view that black liberation is enshrined in scripture made their argument from the
recognition that Ethiopia is in Africa and that it is depicted positively in scripture. Wilson
Jeremiah Moses points out that “Ethiopianism involved a cyclical view of history – the
idea that the ascendency of the white race was only temporary, and that the divine
providence of history was working to elevate the African peoples.” 295 The exegetical
correctness of the Ethiopianists’ interpretation of the Psalm is not the important thing
here. Far more important is the struggle for black liberation that the Ethiopianists’
interpretation sparked in the Americas and Africa. Ethiopianism represents a liberative
strategy of inverting tyrannical and anti-black biblical interpretations and finding a
framework for freedom within the otherwise oppressive Christianity. Over time, Rastas’
biblical hermeneutics of Ethiopianism transcended the Bible. It morphed into a social and
political ideology that African peoples in the diaspora and on the continent used to secure
their freedom from racial and colonial oppression.
The use of Psalm 68:31 and the development of Ethiopianism in the United States
spanned a wide cross-section of usages by black people. In 1797 Prince Hall marshalled
the text in reference to the successful Haitian Revolution. Hall extoled his audience to
reject slavery because they now have a manifestation of the prophesy. For Hall, the
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stretching forth of the hand refers to the abolition of slavery: “Thus doth Ethiopia stretch
forth her hand from slavery to freedom and equality.” 296 Because of the overthrow of
European slavery in Haiti, Hall sees Ethiopianism as a present reality and a rallying point
for actualizing this mode of freedom in the United States. Maria Stewart’s 1833 Masonic
Hall address situates Ethiopianism in a moral reformist discourse. Focused on moral
living as an important feature of racial uplift, Maria Stewart reminds her listeners that:
Sin and prodigality have caused the downfall of nations, kings and
emperors; and were it not that God in wrath remembers mercy, we might
indeed despair; but a promise is left us; “Ethiopia shall again stretch forth
her hands unto God. 297
For Maria Stewart, the promise of liberation encapsulated in Psalm 68:31 was a return to
the former glory. However, she expected that African Americas would repent of their
folly and be ready for the fulfillment of the promise of liberation.
Proto-black nationalist works like David Walker’s Appeal, though not explicitly
citing Psalm 68, captured the spirit and zeal of Ethiopianism. Walker’s fiery, apocalyptic
jeremiad localizes the promise of liberation in God’s wrathful judgment on the American
slaveholders. In Walker’s understanding of liberation, God expects the oppressed to fight
alongside God for their freedom: “But O my brethren! I say unto you again, you must go
to work and prepare the way of the Lord.” 298 Walker’s form of Ethiopianistic liberation
necessitated and endorsed the use of violence. Charles Price argues that “Walker’s
attitude was consistent with the attitudes and behavior we saw Paul Bogle and his
followers exhibit in Morant Bay in 1865.” 299 Walker demonstrated a practical or
attitudinal Ethiopianism. The idea of freedom “by any means necessary” aptly
summarizes Walker’s attitudinal Ethiopianism. Malcolm X would later exemplify this
ethos of securing freedom from oppression by any means necessary. 300
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Ethiopianism also manifested in institutional forms. Price argues that
“Ethiopianism, as an ideology and cultural resource, was malleable enough to be tailored
to fit the concerns of assorted associations, organizations, political programs, and
religious doctrines.” 301 Several churches in the United States and the Caribbean
formalized the tenets of Ethiopianism into institutions of spiritual and physical liberation.
The formation of the Ethiopian Baptist Church in Jamaica is the first known example of
Ethiopianism being formally transposed into an institution. Leonard Barrett argues that
“Long before Ethiopianism came to America, the term had been adopted in Jamaica by
George Liele, the American Baptist slave preacher who founded the first Baptist church
on the island in 1784 – which he named the Ethiopian Baptist Church.” 302
Notwithstanding Liele’s use of the word Ethiopian in the name of the church, it
seems more likely that the concept of Ethiopianism predated Liele. It was not a concept
that Liele developed in Jamaica but one that he brought with him to Jamaica. The
enormous success Liele had in converting enslaved blacks to Christianity reflected the
power of his institutional approach to Ethiopianism. His success in converting enslaved
blacks is especially significant when viewed against the background that the Jamaican
colonialists were hostile toward any attempts to humanize the enslaved Africans by
providing them with religious instruction. Conversion brought awareness to the deep
contradictions in the European practice of slavery, and awareness of these contradictions
troubled the slave masters. Moreover, Liele’s preaching set the foundation for the
revolutionary Native Baptists who, under the leadership of Samuel Sharpe, would fight
against slavery in one of Jamaican’s most significant slave rebellions of the nineteenth
century. The Bedwardite movement also emerged as an Ethiopianist oriented religious
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movement following the Great Revivals of the 1860s and the Morant Bay Rebellion of
1865. Bedward’s preaching and teaching focused on the redemption of black people and
the moral injustice of British colonialism.
The African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church, founded by Richard Allen in
Philadelphia in 1816, is another example of the Ethiopianist ideology catalyzing the
creation of an institution. The emergence of the AME Church was a direct response to the
denigration of people of African descent and racism of the mainline Methodist
denomination. In his autobiography The Life, Experience and Gospel Labors of the Rt.
Rev. Richard Allen, Allen recalled the bitter hatred that he and Rev. Absalom Jones had
experienced at St. George’s Methodist Church. 303 Racist parishioners told Allen and
Jones that they could not kneel for prayer in the church and that they should leave.
Despite the physical and verbal assault, both men completed their prayer and then left the
church building. This racial antagonism led to the formation of Bethel Chapel in 1794
and a separate denomination that aimed to uplift the dignity of black people. Allen’s
embrace of Ethiopianism is evident in a short address to people who have helped in the
cause of Africa. In decrying the evil of slavery, Allen deploys the Exodus motif along
with the Ethiopianist hope. He encourages his readers, “May He who hath arisen to plead
our cause, and engaged you as volunteers in the service, add to your numbers, until the
princes shall come forth from Egypt, and Ethiopia stretch out her hands unto God.” 304
Allen anchors his hope for the deliverance of African Americans from slavery in the
promise of Ethiopia stretching forth her hand.
The political and economic manifestation of Ethiopianism reached its climax in
the philosophy, teaching, and organizing of Marcus Mosiah Garvey. Most Rastas
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experienced the emancipatory power of this doctrine through the teachings of Garvey.
Garvey, of course, built his platform on the work of Ethiopianists such as Henry
Highland Garnett, Martin Delaney, Edward Blyden, and Alexander Crummell. In
addition to being institution builders, these Ethiopianists believed in returning to
Africa. 305
The back to Africa ideology became the cornerstone of the Garvey movement.
Garvey brought his Ethiopianism alive in the formation of the Universal Negro
Improvement Association (UNIA) on July 15, 1914. His own consciousness of race and
racism came to full maturity in his native Jamaica at age 14 when his white playmate’s
parents sent her away to Scotland and warned her not to contact Garvey because he is a
“nigger.” 306 Garvey recounted that “It was then that I found for the first time that there
was some difference in humanity and that there were different races, each having its own
separate and distinct social life.” 307 The early awakening of racial consciousness in
Garvey directed the course of his life and led directly to the establishment of the UNIA.
Garvey’s travels throughout the Americas and his reading of Booker T. Washington’s Up
from Slavery confirmed what he had experienced at age 14: that the world is divided by
race and that black people occupied the inferior stratum. According to Garvey, the UNIA
and its emphasis on returning to Africa was the solution to the Negro Problem. 308
For Garvey, Africans in the Americas should be industrious, self-reliant,
independent, and autonomous enough to have a country of their own. In his closing
defense during his trial in 1923, Garvey articulates the longstanding objective of his
movement:
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But there is a bigger question involved. It is a question of race. What are
you going to do with this question of race? You may sit quietly by, but it
is going to be serious later on, and that is why the Universal Negro
Improvement Association is endeavoring to assist you in solving the
Negro problem by helping the Negro to become enterprising, independent
politically, and by having a county of his own. 309
Garvey intended for the purchase and operation of the Black Star Liner to be the
exemplification of his tripartite solution. The ship itself was an enterprise meant to bring
diasporic Africans to African so that they could set up their politically independent
county. Ironically, this ship would prove to be Garvey’s undoing. Garvey had a strong
sense of the connection between freedom and nationhood. Nationhood, for Garvey,
constituted Africans owning and ruling in their own land in Africa.
At the Second Annual International Convention of the Negro Peoples of the
World held at Liberty Hall in New York City, Garvey sounded a revolutionary call to
fight for the freedom of Africa. He deployed the trope of Ethiopianism in his rallying cry:
Our cause is based upon righteousness. And anything that is not righteous
we have no respect for, because God Almighty is our leader and Jesus
Christ our standard bearer. We rely on them for the kind of leadership that
will make us free, for it is the same God who inspired the Psalmist to
write, “Princes shall come out of Egypt and Ethiopia shall stretch out her
hands unto God.” At this moment methinks I see Ethiopia stretching forth
her hands unto God, and methinks I see the Angel of God taking up the
standard of the Red, the Black, and the Green, and saying “Men of Negro
Race, Men of Ethiopia, follow me.” Tonight, we are following. We are
following 400,000,000 strong. We are following with a determination that
we must be free before the wreck of matter, before the crash of worlds. 310
With masterful but highly exaggerated rhetoric, Garvey projected the UNIA as a global
movement that is the righteousness and divine fulfillment of Psalm 68:31. The UNIA
became Ethiopianism realized.
While Garvey had strong Christian learnings, his interpretive principle of viewing
God through one’s own lens provided the framework for Rastafari’s racialization of the
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divine. For instance, Garvey made his case for the Ethiopianist interpretation of God by
arguing 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 God as
he sees fit. We, as Negroes, have found a new ideal. Whilst our God has
no color, 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 be) to see our God through
our own spectacles. The God of Isaac and the God of Jacob let Him exist
for that race that believes in the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob. 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.
This is the God in whom we believe, but we shall worship Him through
the spectacles of Ethiopia. 311
Although Garvey presented the idea of “our God has no color,” he left open the
possibility of racializing God by making the interpretation of the divine a subjective
process. For Garvey, how each race comes to view God is a function of their respective
racial lenses. Through the language of cultural perspective or one’s own “spectacles,”
God becomes transformed into the racial identity of each nation that ascribes reverence to
God. Garvey does not clearly identify the God of Ethiopia. His use of Christian trinitarian
language in reference to the God of Ethiopia creates ambiguity about the divine. The
ambiguity creates the impression that Garvey is simply thinking of the Christian God as
the Ethiopian God. Rastas would unravel the ambiguity by literalizing Garvey’s notion of
seeing “God through our own spectacles.” The result of this literalization is Emperor
Haile Selassie, a black man based on Rastafari racial ascription, being declared a black
God by Rastas.
Rastas justify their claim that Selassie is the God of Ethiopia of whom Marcus
Garvey spoke by attributing to Garvey a prophecy about Selassie’s rise to the Ethiopian
throne. In this often-repeated legend among Rastas, it is said that prior to Selassie’s rise
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to Negus Negast in Ethiopia, Garvey had proclaimed at a UNIA meeting: “Look to the
east for the coming of a black king, he is a redeemer for the day of deliverance are
near.” 312 Rastas consider the enthronement of Selassie on November 2, 1930 as the
fulfillment of this prophecy. Robert Hill, the leading scholar on Garvey, notes that there
is no record of Garvey having ever spoken these words. Hill instead shows that the
prophecy attributed to Garvey are the words of Rev. James Webb, which were delivered
in a speech at Liberty Hall in 1924. 313 Hill argues that Paul Earlington is the source of the
apocryphal story. Yet, the attribution to Garvey is not completely unfounded.
On November 8, 1930, in the Blackman newspaper, Garvey published a
congratulatory letter to Selassie on his coronation to the Ethiopian throne. In his letter,
Garvey juxtaposed Psalm 68:31 and the enthronement of Selassie, noting that:
The Psalmist prophesied that Princes would come out of Egypt and
Ethiopia would stretch forth her hands unto God (Psalm 68:31). We have
no doubt that the time is now come. Ethiopia is now really stretching forth
her hands. This great kingdom of the East has been hidden for many
centuries, but gradually she is rising to take a leading place in the world
and it is for us of the Negro race to assist in every way to hold up the hand
of Emperor Ras Tafari. 314
Garvey made explicit in his letter that Selassie’s coronation is the fulfillment of
prophecy. He saw the rise of a black king as hope for the realization of the UNIA’s aim
of having a united Africa and an avenue for all black people to return to the African
continent. Following this letter, however, Emperor Haile Selassie would become the
target of Garvey’s “righteous indignation” and racial animus. Garvey thought that
Selassie should be blamed for the Italian invasion because he was too busy pretending to
be white. 315 Regardless of misattribution and Garvey’s invective toward Selassie, the
Rastafari attribution of the prophecy to Garvey held great symbolic value because of

133

Garvey’s power and statue as the leader of one of the largest black movements in the
modern world. Many Rastas continue to retell this prophecy because, within the Rastafari
cosmological order, Garvey is the forerunner (the prophet) and Haile Selassie, the
promised Messiah.

Rastafari and the Bible
Before discussing the persecution of Rastafari, consideration will be given to
Christianity, and the Bible in particular, as a source of Rastafari thought. Rastas’
engagement with Christianity and the Bible has been a fraught one from the very
inception. Significant contestation exists at each level of interaction between the two
groups. Howell, for example, denounced the Christian churches as apostate. 316 Following
in the footsteps of Howell, many Rastas reject Christianity as a Babylonian institution on
which they burn the fire (“bun a fyah”) to show their complete disdain for Christianity.
The imagery of Babylon is a biblical appropriation symbolizing evil, greed, and
downpression. The anger of Rastafari towards Christianity stems primarily from the
Christian complicity in the enslavement of black people. Rastas see the church as one of
the greatest barriers to black liberation because, according to them, it constantly tricks
black people into worshipping a white God. While most Rastas denounce Christianity
generally, they identity the Roman Catholic church as the pinnacle of Babylon. The antipapal invective in Rastafari came into full effect during the Italian invasion of Ethiopia
from 1935 to 1941. Rastas hold that the pope sanctioned Mussolini’s invasion of
Ethiopia, thus showing the Vatican’s role in the war. Anti-papal rhetoric in early
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Rastafari discourse later became a leitmotif in Reggae music during the 1970s and
1980s. 317
Despite their “burning of fire” on the church and the denouncement of the Vatican
and the pope, many Rastas came to the belief in the divinity of Selassie by wrestling with
scripture. The University Report states that Archibald Dunkley, one of the Rastafari
pioneers, spent two and a half years studying the Bible “to determine whether Haile
Selassie was the Messiah whom Garvey had prophesied. Ezekiel 30, I Timothy 6,
Revelation 17 and 19, and Isaiah 43 finally convinced him.” 318 The pattern of validating
Selassie’s divinity and messiahship from scripture continues to be a feature of Rastafari
theological discourse. The Bible provided an epistemological foundation on which
Rastafari would construct a divine image of Emperor Hailie Selassie I. The
Christianization of Jamaica and the indigenization of Christianity in Jamaica made the
language of the Bible readily accessible to the populace, including those who became
Rastafari. While accessibility to the language of the Bible is not the same as biblical
literacy, people in Jamaica knew the biblical stories and admonitions. While ownership of
the physical book, the Bible, was widespread, most people ended up learning about the
scripture from sermons delivered at church services.
The early Rastas’ reliance on the Bible to present the divinity of Selassie is a
matter of working with the most available source of theological and religious knowledge.
The early Rastas vocalized their belief through the Bible because the ability to prove their
belief from scripture would give credibility to their claims. Even though Rastas viewed
the Bible with deep skepticism, citing the perversion of the King James Version
especially, most of them believed that they had the right approach to interpret the Bible
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accurately. Leonard Barrett observes that “To the Rastafarians, the Bible is a holy book,
but not all its contents are acceptable. To be understood, the Bible must be interpreted as
they believe that, due to various translations of the Bible from the original Amharic
language of Ethiopia, many corruptions have occurred.” 319 Rastas continue to claim that
they can read the corruption out of the scripture and to get at the real meaning, though
their exegetical approach is not always clear. Nathaniel Murrell and Lewin Williams
describe the Rastafarian approach in reading the Bible as “a hermeneutic of blackness” or
“hermeneutic of black superiority.” 320 Most Rastas tend to read the Bible using a
historicist approach circumscribed within a black liberative framework. 321 The Biblecentered nature of Rastafari is visible in the giving of ises (praises) at Nyahbinghi
groundation, in the weekly liturgy of the Ba Beta Kristiyan Haile Selassie I (the Church
of Haile Selassie I), or the lyrics of reggae music. Most importantly, Rastas use the
scriptures to make it understandable that Haile Selassie is the living God.
In responding to the question of who Selassie is, Ras Iyah V articulates that he
views his majesty biblically and historically. He provides the following explanation of
the biblical view:
The Bible part of Rastafari was what had the greater pull on we as youths
coming up. For example, when them tell you about the King of Kings and
the Lords of Lords, and the Conquering Lion of the Tribe of Judah and the
Elect of God, and Might of this word, you nuh. Even the name of name
Haile Selassie mean Power of the Trinity.” 322
Ras Iyah V’s comment highlights the power of Rastafari articulating claims of Selassie’s
divinity through the Bible. A Bible-based articulation made it easier for biblically minded
Jamaicans to move from a belief in Jesus Christ to a belief in His Imperial Majesty.
Within the context of the Jamaican religious field, the common claim to the Bible, even if
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interpretations differed, provided an arena in which Rastafari would reason or argue
about His Majesty with non-Rastas. Such forthright deliberations about religion and
scriptural interpretation in the public square are common Jamaica.
Selassie’s use of biblical titles and biblical images in the projection of himself as
Negusa Negast (King of Kings) of the Solomonic order provided the greatest justification
for Rastafari to construct a biblical i-trait (portrait or image) of Selassie’s divinity. Rastas
do not consider the titles as accidental but providential. These biblical titles reveal the
divine character of Haile Selassie I. Haile Selassie is the baptismal name that Ras Tafari
Makonnen. The Amharic means “Power of the Trinity.” Upon his coronation on
November 2, 1930, Tafari Makonnen took his baptismal name as his throne name.
Selassie himself understood the significance of the biblical titles. His Imperial Majesty
had a captive audience for his coronation and deployed all the available symbolism,
including Davidic titles, to impress upon his western counterparts the grandeur of
Ethiopian civilization and the divineness of kingship. Notwithstanding, Harold Marcus’
mostly negative portrayal of Selassie's attempt to be modern, his view that “Haile
Sellassie as sovereign came to embody tradition and ritualized decorum” serves as a
reasonable assessment of Selassie’s need to deploy every biblical imagery and title at the
coronation. 323
Throughout the development of Rastafari reasoning about the divinity of Haile
Selassie I, Rastas have cited and interpreted several biblical passages to establish and
reify Selassie’s divinity. Rastas often contend that they do not need to prove Selassie’s
divinity because he is by nature divine. The scriptures simply affirm the reality of His
Majesty as God. Nevertheless, an analysis of Rastafari scriptural citation shows that
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Rastas most frequently use scripture to make claims about Selassie’s divinity. Scriptures
not only played an essential role in Rastafari construction of Selassie’s divinity but also
in the development of their Israelite identity and livity. 324

The Rasta Problem: Persecution and Afrophobia
I now turn to the history of the state’s suppression of Rastafari, beginning in 1933 until
the climatic Coral Garden incident in 1963. While Rastas continued to experience
oppression and social marginalization well after 1963, these first thirty years represented
the most significant period of state intolerance of Rastafari. I examine the widespread
state-sanctioned suppression of Rastafari during this period in light of colonial-era
legislation. I argue that the violence against Rastafari stemmed from a colonial order
constructed by anti-blackness, Afrophobia, and white supremacy. The persecution of
Rastas in Jamaica followed the pattern of colonial violence against Afrocentric and
African-derived practices and beliefs.
Once Rastafari came to the attention of the colonial authorities in Jamaica, they
enacted a legislative and juridical plan to curtail it. Shortly after Leonard Howell’s
meeting in St. Thomas Parish on December 16, 1933, the police arrested him and his
deputy, Robert Hinds. In handing down the judgment against Hinds at the trial, Chief
Justice Robert William Lloyd Grant opined that Howell was a fraud and that his message
was an evil doctrine that incited rioting against the government. 325 For Grant, an anticolonial message was a harmful discourse. Already the colonial authorities had begun to
define Rastafari in terms of its insurrectionary potential, despite the strong religious
overtones of the Rastafari message. For many Jamaicans, Rastafari was nothing more
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than a cult. In the hierarchy of categories, a cult represented something evil, sinister, and
devilish. Cult was the opposite of religion. The Gleaner published the idea that Rastafari
was a “dangerous cult” attempting to infiltrate Kingston and that the “police are
determined to rid Kingston of their presence.” 326 The labeling of Rastafari as a cult by the
colonial authorities and their surrogates provided the necessary pretext to suppress the
movement.
The designation of Rastafari as a cult, however, sparked a debate over the
meaning of religion within colonial Jamaican. A lengthy editorial on October 8, 1934
addressed Rastafari within the context of cultism. The author of the editorial felt that the
government was doing too little to prevent the “prostitution of the Christian religion.”
The editorial made several important points that highlight the challenge of Jamaica to
embrace African-derived religions during the colonial period. The author first highlights
a class distinction:
It is rather significant, Mr. Editor, that the intelligent, enlightened and
respectable people of Jamaica have no regard for Pocomania, Myalism
and the religion of the “Ras Tafarians”, whereas they are numbered among
every other religious group here, denominational, sectarian and otherwise.
That they are not numbered among the adherents of these strange cults is a
statement that remains unchallenged. Why? Because they know that the
nocturnal ravings and gyrations of the adherents of this religion (?) give it
a character much unlike Christianity, a character that tends to weaken and
not to strengthen the moral fibre; to tear down and not to build up the
social structure through spiritual forces working upon the individual in his
or her environment. This religion (?) has as its chief characteristic a
pandemonium let loose which beggars description. 327
The author reified an old idea that poor, uneducated people are attracted to cults, whereas
intelligent people gravitate to religion. In the context of colonial Jamaica, this distinction
had clear racial implications. The use of the question mark in the author’s description
highlights his refusal to conceive of these African-derived or African-centered practices
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as religion. Note also the term, “nocturnal ravings and gyrations.” This description serves
to highlight the impropriety of these practices and their irreligious nature. The emphasis
on the nocturnal invokes the view that Rastafari, like Obeah and Myal, operated under the
disguise of nightfall because their activities were sinister. The comparative approach to
defining Rastafari is clear from this editorial. Rastafari and other African-derived
practices are sources of social evil, while Christianity is the source of morality. In the
learned opinion of the writer, “Despite religious tolerance, the suppression of the
Pocomaniacs and the Myalists would tend to lessen the number of religious imbeciles,
religious fanatics and religious maniacs that we meet on the streets; and the stamping out
of the religion of the “Ras Tafarians” would end blasphemy and reduce lawlessness.” 328
The seemingly rationalistic approach to dismissing Rastafari upon the basis of it not
being a religion but a perverted cult continued throughout the 1930s.
Echoing the advice given to the colonial government a century earlier by James
Walker, Jas H. Ronaldson cautioned that legislative force alone would not achieve the
goal of suppressing Rastafari:
An appeal to legislation, and therefore to force is not sufficient. True
religions are not founded on force, and their purpose is hope, and stimulus
for insight. There is no elimination of the evils of fanaticism, false
teaching, false learning by force. There may be apparent reduction of
effects outwardly, hut the raging cause still continues, and its subdued evil
works its havoc still. 329
Ronaldson’s 1935 letter to the editor went beyond simply hammering Rastafari but
attempted to define the perimeters of “true religion.” For him, there is true religion, good
religion, and cults. True religions, in Ronaldson’s categorization, are rational and noble.
Good religions “contain moral precepts, and indicate cause and effect for selfamelioration, self-subjugation and purification.” Ronaldson did not define the
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characteristics of a cult but noted that it was “for those who have not developed sound
judgment, who choose the pleasant and the easy, and neglect the difficult path of the
good, and the controlled.” 330 By focusing on the true and good, Ronaldson dismissed the
legitimacy of Rastafari, Obeah, Pukumina. He saw these practices as self-gratifying and
impulsive. Rationality, purity, sobriety, and harmony with social order became the
defining features of religion. These attempts at defining religion came about because
other religious expressions challenged the long-held Eurocentric Christian understanding
of spirituality.
The negative attitude towards Rastafari in early twentieth-century Jamaica was
not limited to the realm of intellectualization. Since the arrest of two of the founding
leaders in 1933, people opposed to Rastafari, because it contributes to disorderly conduct,
tried to suppress Rastafari by violence. An anonymous writer commended the people of
St. Thomas Parish for successfully driving the Rastas out of their community:
I do not advocate violence, nor breaches of the peace by members of
district communities who view that cult known as Ras Tafari as a danger
to good order; but I commend those who put “Ras Tafarians” in Eastern
St. Thomas to flight some days ago. I hope the unexpected turn of events
was nothing short of a rude awakening to those misguided people. 331
The growing concern was over the lack of legislative effort to suppress the movement.
From the perspective of the Gleaner, Jamaicans had no tolerance for any form of
religious perversion. The people who were opposed to Rastafari mischaracterized it as
violent. They used the idea that Rastafari was violent to justify the state’s suppression of
Rastas. For example, the Kingston and St. Andrew Civic League made a petition to
Governor Edward Denham, urging him to outlaw all Rastafari meetings in Kingston. 332
The petition invoked the memory of the 1865 Morant Bay rebellion to call the
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Governor’s attention to the severe threat that Rastafari posed to the safety of the country.
The petition outlined that Jamaica was a Christian nation, and the existence of Rastafari
is an offense to God, boldly declaring that Christians are becoming impatient and would
not tolerate for long the open defiance of God.
This supposed intolerance within the community implied that they were willing to
use force against Rastas if the government did not act judiciously. The Kingston and St.
Andrew Civic League also sent a letter about the presence of the evil Rastafari cult to the
Inspector General of the Constabulary Force. The police assured the league that they
were giving the matter serious attention and that they were also considering new laws. 333
The “new” legislation proposed to treat Rastafari as a menace to health and morality. The
legislative proposal empowered the health inspectors to break up Rastafari gatherings
(whether on the streets or in buildings) because they represented public health hazards.
The conceptualization of Rastafari as something injurious to health invokes the earlier
descriptions of Obeah as a health concern. Colonial officials and elites saw Rastafari as
detrimental to health and regarded Rastas as mentally deluded. It became a regular
practice to detain and commit religious leaders to the mental hospital in Kingston.
While no specific legislation developed to curtain Rastafari during this period,
Governor A.F. Richards issued the first public order against the movement in 1940. The
order prevented a Rastafari meeting scheduled for February 10, 1940. 334 The governor’s
concern was public order. The notion that Rastafari was a dangerous and insurrectionary
cult factored into the governor’s decision to ban the religious meeting. Public opinion
now shaped public policy. Rastafari’s emphasis on black superiority, Ethiopia, and the
divinity of Hailie Selassie placed it at odds with the colonial regime. The focus on
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“seditious and blasphemous language” prevented the wider society and the authorities
from recognizing anything spiritual or religious about Rastafari. When a Gleaner reporter
tried to observe the spiritual practices of Rastafari, the reporter commented on the
mysterious prayers and fanatical frenzy that seemed to resemble “pocomania.” 335 The
comparison to “pocomania” placed Rastafari in the camp of practices widely considered
by Jamaican Christians and the colonial elites as practices that represent something other
than religion.
Authorities did not necessarily need new laws to move against Rastafari.
Governor Richards issued his order to ban a Rastafari meeting invoking provisions of the
Defence Act. They also cited the Vagrancy Act to surveil and suppress Rastas. Jamaican
vagrancy laws targeted idle and disorderly people in a similar way to how the Obeah laws
worked during the pre-emancipation period in Jamaica. Patrick Bryan discusses the
impact of vagrancy laws in the late nineteenth to early twentieth centuries:
The new vagrancy law was passed in 1902 after the Montego Bay riots of
that year. The definition of vagrant was broad enough to include all
individuals who could not offer a ‘proper’ account of themselves. It meant
to cover the idle, unemployed, prostitutes and Obeahmen. 336
Rastas eventually became a target of this law. Because the authorities did not consider
gatherings of Rastas and Obeah practitioners to be religious, the attendees at these
meetings were liable to be detained under the vagrancy law as idlers. The prohibitions
against noise and drumming impacted aspects of Rastafari rituals. Characterization of
activities such as drumming and nighttime meetings as Obeah practices gave the
authorities the legal pretext to detain Revivalists and Rastas. 337 Because the 1898 version
of the Obeah Act had made accusations of Obeah against anyone a matter for police
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investigation, the police proceeded to apprehend people even if the claims turned out to
be false. 338
Howell, for instance, was accused of being an Obeahman or a samfie. 339 His
mystical ways may have caused people to accuse him of being an Obeahman. Howell
seems to have been aware of the accusations and sought to distance himself from them by
his invective against Obeah. In his Promise Key, Howell declared:
King Alpha said that a Balm Yard is not a Hospital neither is it a obeah
shop. People that are guilty of obeah must not visit balm yards nor in the
Assembly of Black Supremacy. No admittance for Fortunetellers witch
and old hag. 340
The Balm Yard, for Howell, was a consecrated place for cleaning and healing. Despite
his invective, Howell seems to have embraced some aspects of Obeah practices. His use
of the term Balm Yard was not entirely divorced from its Myal/Obeah roots. The Obeah,
mental health, and vagrancy legislation all had provisions to shutdown balm yards. The
authorities saw no conceivable difference between Howell’s Balm Yard and the those of
Myalists or Obeah practitioners. Their method of pursuing and policing Rastas operated
along the same lines of suppressing the practice of Obeah in Jamaica. The State refused
to accept Rastafari as a legitimate religion, opting to regard it as a harmful cult that the
state had to curtail.
Three of the most violent encounters between Rasta and state authorities occurred
between 1953 and 1964. These events continue to shape Rasta ideology and Rastas’
impressions of the state. The first incident took place in 1954 at Howell’s Pinnacle
compound. After his release from a two-year prison sentence, Howell purchased land in
Sligoville, St. Catherine. Many Rastas and their families left home to settle at the
Pinnacle commune. Friction between the Rasta dwellers and local peasant farmers
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sparked the bitter confrontation with the authorities. The farmers accused the Rastas of
preaching that taxes should be paid to them, as representatives of Selassie, instead of the
oppressive colonial government. 341 The main pretext for the police raid on the commune
was the accusation that the Rastas are illegally cultivating and selling marijuana. When
the police raided the commune, they destroyed sections of the property and apprehended
over 163 Rastas. The authorities committed Howell to a mental hospital, and upon his
release from the hospital, Howell lived quietly until his death in 1981. 342
The second major clash between Rastas and the police happened in Kingston in
1959-1960. Prominent Rastafari teacher and self-designated Repairer of the Breach,
Claudius Henry put in motion a plan to repatriate Rastas to Africa. 343 He sold small blue
books that he purported to be certificates of removal. According to Henry, holders of this
certificate did not require a passport to return to Africa. The certificate stated that
October 5, 1959 would be the date for repatriation and that holders of the bluebook
should report to Headquarters at 18 Rosalie Avenue on August 1 at 9 a.m. for an
“Emancipation Jubilee.”
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When the repatriation failed to have occurred, Henry explained that people
misunderstood the symbolic significance of the date. The police apprehended Henry a
few days later, and the court ordered him to pay a fine and refrain from disturbing the
peace for one year. The intervention of the authorities fueled Henry’s growing hostility
towards the government, which resulted in rumors that he was planning a military attack.
The police raided Henry’s compound but did not find any weapons there, despite the
Gleaner’s report that the police had retrieved thousands of explosives and guns. 345 The
court charged Henry with treason and sentenced him to six years in prison.
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Rastas refer to the Coral Garden massacre as “Bad Friday.” They call it Bad
Friday because the day of the incident was the Christian holy day, Good Friday. Bad
Friday contrasts the terrible violence Rastas experienced. Bad Friday memorializes the
history of state-sanction violence against Rastas and remains for them the most traumatic
experience in the lives of Jamaican Rastas. The history of persecution and the associated
trauma shape Rastafari thinking about their place in the Jamaican society. On Friday,
April 12, 1963 the police at the Barnett Street Station in Montego Bay responded to
reports that a gas station in Coral Gardens was on fire. According to police reports, when
the police arrived, they saw a group of Rastamen with machetes. Former Police
Constable Errol Campbell relates the following firsthand account to the Jamaica
Observer:
Upon arrival at Coral Gardens, he recounted that he saw a group of Rastas
waving spears, hatchets and machetes. The police ordered them to drop
their weapons. The Rastas complied but upon realising that the police guns
were not loaded, they proceeded to retrieve the spears, hatchets and
machetes and attacked the police. During the encounter, Inspector John
Francis who was himself wounded threw out some ammunition to the
police officers to defend themselves from the attacking group of men. 346
The police felt justified in their pursuit of all Rastas because a few of them had attacked
the police. A series of violent raids ensured. Following the gas station incident, eight
people died, including two police officers and three Rastas.
Encounters between the proprietors at Rose Hall Estate and Rudolph Franklin, a
Rastaman and farmer in the area, sparked the series of events that culminated in the arrest
of over 160 Rastas. The operators of Rose Hall complained that Rudolph was trespassing
and illegally burning coal and planting marijuana on their land. In October 1961, after a
series of contentious arguments, the police arrived at Rudolph’s premises to execute an
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eviction notice. A simple matter of eviction resulted in the police shooting Rudolph six
times in the abdomen. Ras Noel Bennett, in a documentary on the Coral Garden incident,
recalls that the manager at Rose Hall Estate would harass Rudolph and take away his
agricultural produce despite Rudolph’s protest that he had the title for the land. When the
police eventually came, they ordered Rudolph to drop the machete; however, he refused
because he did not trouble anyone. 347 Rudolph spent three months in the hospital and
another three months in prison. Some people familiar with the incident suggested that the
burning of the gas station was in retaliation for the unlawful shooting and imprisonment
of Rudolph. According to the Jamaica Observer’s retelling of the event:
Allegedly the group of Rastafari attacked and killed Edward Fowler while
he was tying his goats. They allowed the attendant to flee, before dousing
the station with gasoline from the pumps. A bystander and travelling
salesman, Marsh went to look what was happening but was chased into a
nearby motel where he had been staying and killed. 348
The exact cause of these unfortunate events remains disputed. 349 The police remained
insistent that the Rastas were menaces who attacked the police. But as suggested by
Brother Walter Brissett, “Rudolph did nothing wrong.” 350 Notwithstanding these debates,
the government used the incident as the basis for their systematic persecution of Rastas.

Conclusion
Throughout this chapter, I have examined the cosmological and ideological antecedents
to the Rastafari movement, and the framework they provided for the construction and
articulation of Rastafari philosophy, especially the divinity of Emperor Hailie Selassie I.
Rastafari did not appear out of nowhere. The long history of African Jamaican
engagement with the imperial and racist order, the religious and political conditions in
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twentieth-century colonial Jamaica, and the movement of black liberatory ideas across
the Atlantic set the stage for the emergence of Rastafari. The pathway from AfroJamaican spiritual traditions, Ethiopianism (mediated through Garveyism), and biblical
reasoning was forged by Rastafari patterns of engaging and disengaging with these
traditions. Rastas drew upon the cultural and ideological resources to construct their own
philosophy (logic, structure, and reasoning) on their own terms. It is because of such a
drive to self-determine and to call black people in Jamaica to seek an alternate path to
living that Rastas became targets of the state. The persecution reaffirmed for Rastas the
evil of the state and the necessity to repatriate to Ethiopia. Even with the violence enacted
against them, Rastas maintain that only Rastafari can liberate the people trapped in and
trampled by Babylon.
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CHAPTER 4
I-TRAITS OF JAH: IMAGES OF EMPEROR HAILE SELASSIE IN RASTAFARI
VISUAL AND MATERIAL CULTURE
“I look at His Majesty from different angles.
I look at His Majesty biblically.
I look at His Majesty historically.” 351
(Ras Iyah V, 2019).
Introduction
When I asked Ras Iyah V the question of who Selassie is, he first responded that Haile
Selassie I is the living God, or the God in the flesh. Ras Iyah V elaborated that he looks at
His Majesty from two perspectives: the biblical and the historical. The biblical
perspective is an exposition of Haile Selassie I as the promised Messiah, the Black Christ,
and the God of ancient times. Upon his enthronement as Emperor of Ethiopia on
November 2, 1930, Tafari Makonnen chose the imperial titles of Kings of Kings and
Conquering Lion, which confirmed for Rastas his biblical portraiture. Tafari used his
baptismal name, Haile Selassie, as his throne name, which means the power of the trinity.
For many Rastas, the title and name serve as confirmation of Selassie’s divinity.
The historical perspective takes into consideration the activities that Haile
Selassie I performed during his reign as Emperor of Ethiopia. Rastas maintain that His
Majesty worked on the churchical (religious) and state-ical (social and political) levels as
he carried out his divine and regal functions. 352 In many respects, Rastas derive Selassie’s
divinity based on his philosophical, moral, political, and military activities. In other
words, the works of Jah testify of him. But these works, unlike those of Jesus Christ, are
not rooted primarily in mystery and miracles but practical actions such as the fight for
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African liberation from European colonialism. Yet, as will be discussed, the focus on
“earthly works” does not preclude the occurrence and acceptance of miracles that Rastas
claim Selassie performed. Looking at His Majesty historically confirms the “flesh and
blood reality” of Jah Rastafari. God in the flesh and God in this life. Ras Iyah V’s
approach of seeing Jah from a biblical and historical perspective is a common among
Rastas. The presentation of Selassie as God and King is the crux of Rastafari reasoning
and the most distinguishing feature of the religion.
I follow Iyah V’s approach of examining Haile Selassie in his divine and kingly
character, as God and King, by making a material turn to the construction of Selassie in
Rastafari visual and material cultures. To say that Rastas construct Selassie is not to deny
the historical reality of Selassie. Rastas believe that Selassie lived as a man but also as
God. The historical existence of Selassie is central to the formation of Rastafari. The
examination of Rastafari construction of Haile Selassie highlights the selectivity and
creativity of Rastas in navigating multiple and contested historical ideas about a monarch
who lived for more than eight decades. It entails the theological and historical assertions
that Rastas make about Selassie. The notion of constructedness also involves Rastas’
artistic (visual and lyrical) enshrinement of Selassie. How Rastas remember, ritualize,
and immortalize Selassie is a function of their symbolic power to create and recreate the
image of their God and King. Yet, the act of Rastas constructing Selassie’s identity
visually and materially works bi-directionally. David Morgan, in his work on religious
visual culture, makes the point that “Images are produced by and in turn help construct
the social realities that shape the lives of human beings.” 353 Morgan’s argument is
applicable to Rastafari because the images of Selassie help to present the Rastafari
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conceptions of Selassie as the universal king and God while at the same time, these
images of Selassie legitimates Rastafari belief and practice. Put differently, Rastas
impose onto the images of Selassie their core axiological principle of Selassie’s divinity
while finding affirmation of Selassie’s divinity in these images. Understanding how
Rastafari aesthetics work to divinize Selassie is important to the formulation of divine
envesselment since Rastas affirm that it is a black God who dwells within their bodies.
Throughout this chapter, I deploy the Rastafari term i-trait to analyze how the
images of Selassie function as divinized objects in helping to construct, ritualize and
memorialize the divine. The use of i-trait in analyzing the process of Rastafari
divinization, ritualization, and memorialization of Selassie works on three levels. At the
most basic level, i-traits are the actual images of Haile Selassie imprinted on material
objects. Tokens such as pins, badges, photographs, paintings and wood carvings bearing
the image of Haile Selassie are part of the material objects used by Rastas in their
(re)construction of Haile Selassie as God and King. The physical emblems identify the
divine person of whom Rastas speak. When Leonard Howell first came to the attention of
the colonial authorities in 1933, the Gleaner, the leading colonial newspaper, reported
that in addition to speaking blasphemous and seditious words, Howell engaged in a
“blatant swindle” by selling photos of Ras Tafari for one shilling apiece. 354 This
underscores the fact that pictures of Selassie have been part of the Rastafari story from
the very beginning of the religion. The visual representations of Selassie in Rastafari and
Rastafari conceptions of Selassie as God coevolved throughout the history of the
movement.
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In addition to the visual culture that the word i-traits instantiates, my use of i-trait
also invokes the textual and lyrical constructions that project an understanding of
Selassie. Texts and sounds produce impressions of Jah, which I argue, form portraitures
with pedagogic, convictional, and ritualistic power. The chants, dub poetry, and sounds
of reggae music constitute the scope of the lyrical i-traits. Biographies, historical
accounts, and Rastafari writings form part of the textual and material construction of
images of Selassie. The growing number of books, pamphlets, newspaper clippings, and
magazines are also part of the material culture of Rastafari from which different i-traits or
images of Selassie emerge. The focus on the material and visual dimensions of Rastafari
culture help to elucidate the confounding question of Selassie’s rise from an Ethiopian
monarch to an African deity that would become the living God envesseled within the
body of each Rasta.
Finally, i-trait teases out the metaphysical and ontological dimensions of Rastafari
artistic constructs of Selassie. I-trait is not simply an exercise in substituting an English
word with a Rasta word. I-trait is part of Rasta talk, but Rasta talk is the verbalization of
Rasta metaphysics. Yasus Afari explains that “Consistent with the RASTAFARIAN
philosophy of one live, self, family, inity (unity), oneness and humanity, the I and I
language reflects RASTAFARIAN concept of one-in-all and all-in-one; the one-for-all
and the all-for-one.” 355 I-trait captures the connection of the image of Jah and the
reflection of Jah’s image in human beings. In other words, the construction of divine and
regal images of Selassie reflects the divine and royal status of each Rasta. Rastas claim
that they too are divine because Jah Rastafari dwells within them.
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The central argument in this analysis of images of Selassie in Rastafari visual and
material cultures is that images of Emperor Haile Selassie I function as indispensable
divinized objects in Rastafari’s theological construction and ritualization of Selassie as
King and God. Divinized objects are those things that are infused with divine power and
often become objects of worship in religious communities. Yet for Rastas, the reverence
and respect shown to the images of Selassie do not supersede the worship of Jah who is
envesseled within them despite some groups of Rastas placing the images at the center of
their worship experience. One of Ernst Cashmore’s Rasta interlocutors told him:
“When I look at a photograph of Selassie I, I am not looking at God; nor if
I look at Eyesus Christus; these are merely representations for God is I and
I and always has been.” 356
Cashmore’s interlocutor did not deny the value or sacredness of photographs of Selassie
but instead claim a divine self to the extent that the representation of God (the image)
becomes lesser than the reality of God (Selassie) and the indwelling of God (God in Man;
himself). Rastas affirm that Jah is a living man. Bob Marley and the Wailers popularized
this Rastafari belief in the hit song “Get Up, Stand Up:”
We sick an’ tired of a your ism skism game
Dying an’ going to heaven in a Jesus name, Lord
We know when we understand
Almighty God is a living man
You can fool some people sometimes
But you can’t fool all the people all the time
So now we see the light (What you gonna do?)
We gonna stand up for our rights! 357
The manifestation of Jah in the flesh for most Rastas took place in 1966 when Haile
Selassie embarked on royal visits to Trinidad and Tobago (April 18), Jamaica (April 21),
and Haiti (April 24). One of my interlocutors, Ras Bobby, saw Selassie when Selassie
visited Jamaica in 1966. Ras Bobby disclosed to me that he became a Rasta after seeing
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Selassie in the flesh. Upon seeing Selassie for himself, Ras Bobby became convinced that
God is a living person and not a fable. 358
So, why call these material objects divinized? My use of the term divinized
objects characterizes the presence and use of images of Selassie. Rastas display the
pictures on their bodies in the form of pendants, pins, and patches. They display the
images in their homes and personal spaces. Most importantly, these images of Selassie
adorn the ritual spaces and sit as the centerpiece on the altars in the Rastas tabernacles
and churches. Michael Barnett notes that the Rasta display of images of Selassie is part of
an African cultural tradition of venerating the ancestors and giving honor to important
personalities. 359 The function of the images also gives rise to their characterization as
divinized objects. These images of Emperor Haile Selassie I (photographs, paintings,
drawings, animations, etc.), as divinized objects within Rastafari visual and material
culture, stand as representations of Jah as a living man. The images have also helped in
the conversion of people to Rastafari. As outlined in Chapter 3, the elevation of Selassie
to the position of deity in Rastafari cosmology is the result of a longstanding AfroJamaican socio-religious complex in which black messianic expectations figured
prominently. I have already demonstrated that Afro-Jamaican religious traditions such as
Myal, Revival, and Kumina provided the ideological linkages for Rastafari to construct
the divinity of Jah. But words and ideology alone would not do. Some thirty-three years
before Selassie would visit Jamaica in the flesh, Leonard Howell and the early pioneers
of Rastafari presented Jah Rastafari in the flesh by using photographs of Selassie. These
photographs communicate knowledge of the divine, but they also help to construct the
identity of the divine.
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Scholarship on Rastafari visual and material culture has focused exclusively on
Rastafari sacred things as symbols, interpreting artwork, pictures, speech-acts, hairstyles,
and dress as emblems encoded with Rastafari ideology. Michael Barnett and Adowa
Ntozake Onuora, for example, offer an Afrocentric analysis of Rastafari in which pictures
of Haile Selassie become grouped with “diet, headdresses, locks or matted hair,
ceremonial rituals and garbs, and props and banners” as Rastafari identity symbols. 360
Barnett and Onuora discuss Rastafari symbols as part of the aesthetic dimension of
Molefi Asante’s Afrocentric paradigm, noting that symbols are not only identity badges
but insights into the Afrocentric orientation of Rastafari. 361 While Barnett and Onuora do
not single out pictures of Selassie in their analysis, their use of Afrocentricity provides a
useful theoretical framework for understanding the proliferation of images of Selassie
among Rastas as part of an Afrocentric consciousness. The pictures of Selassie make
visible the centrality of African divinity and monarchy as embodied in the person of
Haile Selassie.
Carole Yawney’s is among the first scholars to study aspects of Rastafari visual
and material culture. 362 Her work on Rastafari symbolism examines how sacred
imaginaries move across ethnic boundaries. She categorizes the contents of Rastafari
visual and material culture into master symbols and adjunct symbols. According to
Yawney, “Foremost among these master symbols are images stemming from the political
dynasty of Ethiopia, as this was portrayed in the press in the 1930s.” 363 Yawney lists
images of Selassie as part of the Ethiopian-themed master symbols. She identifies
dreadlocks, herb chalice, standing drums, and the continent of Africa as the other four
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master symbols. The adjunct master symbols include pictures of Bob Marley and Marcus
Garvey, although the sacredness of both images is disputed.
Yawney further classifies Rastafari visual imagery into three iconographic genres:
namely, the devotional, didactic, and mystical. The devotional genre, according to
Yawney is the simplest and “consists only of a single master symbol accompanied by an
empowering slogan.” 364 The purpose of the devotional is to help in the process of
contemplation. The didactic genre “combines both sacred and secular elements in order
to represent the suffering of black people in a whiteruled world.” 365 Yawney does not tell
us what elements in the didactic genre are sacred and secular nor who or what makes the
determination of the sacredness or secularity of the artistic elements. Her third category,
the mystical, represents the most complex, ambiguous, and globalized aspect of Rastafari,
namely, visual culture. Yawney argues that “In this genre the artist seeks to provide
visual keys to ineffable states of mind, which by nature are beyond verbal
commentary.” 366
Yawney illustrates the ambiguity of master symbols by observing that “The
features of the Emperor, for example, do not conform to black stereotypes, while
Ethiopian culture can be regarded as either Coptic or pagan.” 367 Yawney theorizes that
the ambiguity in the master symbol allows Rastafari oppositional character to move from
a focus on “the struggles of black people solely” to a universal struggle. 368 However, the
focus on the ambiguity conceals the intentional efforts of Rastafari to (re)create and
re(form) Selassie and Ethiopia into the theological image of Rastafari. Even regarding
Selassie’s racial identity, it is not simply a matter of allowing the “non-Negroid” features
to stand. Rastas interpret the spectrum of African racial identities more dynamically such
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that Africanness often takes on a more nuanced meaning than blackness. Because Rastas
deem Africa to be the cradle of civilization, they generally believe that all of humanity
(including every race) originated in Africa. A few scholars, like Clinton Chisholm, have
pointed to Selassie’s Semitic roots as a fundamental contradiction to Rastafari claims to a
black divinity. 369 The matter of Selassie’s race and Rastas’ understanding of his race will
be fully examined later in this chapter. Yawney’s sketch of the visual culture of Rastafari
provides some preliminary theoretical primers which I use to further explore Rastas’
ritual use of pictures of Selassie.
Ennis Edmonds in his analysis of the entrenchment of Rastafari in Jamaica turns
to the role of Rastas as bearers of Jamaican popular culture. Under the heading of popular
culture, Edmonds highlights Rastafari and Rastas as subjects of artistic contemplation. As
subject of artistic contemplation, Edmonds notes the emerging Rastafari themes in
Jamaican art began in the 1950s:
Historically, Rastas have shown a predilection for involvement in arts and
crafts. This allows many to escape working in Babylon’s economic
structures, which they view as oppressive and exploitative. Also, strong
visual imagery and symbols form a part of the Rastafarian ethos. Thus art
in the service of religious and cultural convictions has always been
essential to Rastafari. 370
Edmonds’ discussion highlights the economic necessity of Rastafari engagement in art as
a result of mainstream society’s intentional exclusion of Rastas from participating in the
formal economy. But Edmonds also points to the religious role of art in the presentation
of the Rastafari message which focuses on “themes of blackness, African redemption, the
apocalyptic destruction of Babylon, and the divine self.” 371
Although Edmonds’ overall discussion of Rastafari contribution to Jamaican
popular culture focuses primarily on music, his comments on art underscores the
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importance of Rastafari creation and the reproduction of images to spread the Rastafari
message. My focus is much narrower than a thematic analysis of Rastafari art and craft. I
am interested in what kind of work Rastas accomplish by their visual and material
production and how images of Selassie in the visual and material culture solidify the
status of Selassie as God in kingly character.

Selassie’s Coronation and Rastafari Visual Culture
The genesis of Rastafari, their acceptance of the divinity of Haile Selassie I, and the
proliferation of images of Selassie across the world began with the coronation event on
November 2, 1930. While Ethiopia had been known to the world as a land described in
the Bible and the doctrine of Ethiopianism as a promise of black redemption, the
enthronement of Ras Tafari Makonnen as Emperor Haile Selassie I in 1930 focused the
world’s attention on this ancient civilization unlike ever before. In a highly ritualistic and
cinematic fashion, Haile Selassie staged the coronation event to project the grandeur of
Ethiopia and the biblical legacy of his monarchy. Selassie understood the symbolic and
political power of the coronation. His father, Ras Makonnen, had attended the coronation
of King Edward VII in 1901, which served as a model for Selassie’s coronation event. 372
Selassie used the coronation as an opportunity to impress upon the attendees and the
world that Ethiopia was a modern and progressive nation.
The staging of Selassie’s coronation involved an intentional to have diplomatic
and media representation. Selassie sent letters of invitation to the Kings of England, Italy,
Belgium, Sweden, and Egypt. He also sent invitations to the Emperor of Japan, the Queen
of Holland, and to presidents of the United States, France, Germany, Turkey, and Greece.
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Selassie reasoned that it was proper and civilized to invite leaders of countries who had
set up legations and consulates in Ethiopia. 373 Each country to which Selassie extended
an invitation in turn sent a representation. The Duke of Gloucester who represented the
King of England, and the Prince of Udine who represented Italy, were among the most
important guests. Christine Sandford in her “authorized biography” of Selassie reasons
that international representation at the coronation provided evidence of the position that
Selassie created for himself, and for Ethiopia prior to his coronation as Emperor. 374
While in his role as regent, Selassie (then Tafari Makonnen) directed Ethiopia’s
foreign affairs and diplomatic activities. He travelled extensively throughout the Middle
East and Europe in 1924 to bolster Ethiopia’s international reputation and forge new
strategic alliances. His meetings with heads of state then proved beneficial to Selassie’s
popularity and reputation at home, despite Harold Marcus’ assessment of Selassie
becoming “embittered and dejected” because the people rejected his efforts to modernize
Ethiopia and trafficked in rumors “that he had embezzled state funds and that his only
objective in Europe was to display a “modern” statesman and not to improve Ethiopia’s
international standing.” 375 Various factions vying for the throne and political power in
Ethiopia detested Selassie and certainly spread such rumors about him, but Selassie’s
popularity leading up to the death of Empress Zewditu in 1930, was without question.
The presence of the international dignitaries at the coronation, numbering about 700,
underscored the political and symbolic significance of the occasion. Bereket Habte
Selassie suggests that:
He [Emperor Selassie] decided to make his coronation a memorable
occasion, one that would add value to his diplomacy and domestic politics.
He wanted to send a clear signal to the international community,
especially European powers, as well as impress upon Ethiopians the
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principal objectives of his vision, stressing the dire need for education and
for the introduction of centralized administration as the backbone of unity
and peaceful development. 376
The coronation, for Emperor Selassie, was not so much an occasion to unite Ethiopians
particularly because Selassie had successfully subdued his most formidable opponents
during the time of his regency. The coronation became the golden opportunity to present
a modern Ethiopia to the world.
In his autobiography, Emperor Selassie recollects some of the arduous
preparations made for the coronation:
After these invitations had been dispatched to the foreign governments and
to the great within Ethiopia, arrangements were made for the principal
streets of Addis Abba and the houses along each street to be repaired as
well as for electric light to be installed along the main streets and in all the
houses by which the guests would pass. 377
Many international guests commented on the transformation of the city in preparation for
the coronation. Evelyn Waugh, a reporter for the Times, was one of the very few
attendees who negatively characterized Selassie’s efforts to make the city presentable for
the coronation. Waugh denounced Selassie’s efforts as propaganda to make the world
think that Ethiopia is a civilized nation. 378 In addition to the preparation of the city,
Selassie ensured that the royal vestments lived up to the fame of the Solomonic dynasty.
He further recalled that “The principal vestments, the crown and the orb, the imperial
scepter and the sword, the ring and all similar things were specially made of gold and
diamonds.” 379
Selassie appointed an Ethiopian escort to each of the international dignitaries and
strategically arranged the order of their arrival into the city and their seating positions.
Publicly available video footage of the coronation captures the excitement and flurry of
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activities as the dignitaries arrive and their entourage escorts them to meet Selassie. 380
The Ethiopian rases (dukes) dressed in the traditional lion-mane headdress. The honor
guard dutifully lined the street leading up to the St. George Cathedral. After spending an
entire night in prayer, Haile Selassie and Menen Asfaw emerged from their fast to be
anointed and crowned by the Abuna Kyrilos as Emperor and Empress of Ethiopia.
The coronation drew extensive international media coverage, in part because of
the large number of foreign dignitaries. 381 Most of the pictures of His Majesty that
Rastas have subsequently collected and reproduced in different media came from
National Geographic, Times Magazine, and the Illustrated London News. Several of the
pictures also came from Hailie Selassie’s autobiography published during his exile years
in Bath, England. The National Geographic published a 70-page colored photographic
edition of the coronation in June 1931, which Rastas as one of the most important
collections of pictures of Haile Selassie I. 382 When Derek Bishon interviewed Rasta
founder, Joseph Hibbert in 1983, he requested that Bishton send him a copy of the 1931
National Geographic and The Mirror. Bishton states that “Both had been important
documents at the time because they showed how the world had gone to bow down before
the Emperor’s throne, he [Hibbert] said.” 383 Similarly, George Simpson noted the Rastas’
reliance on National Geographic reporting on the coronation during street meetings in the
1950s. 384 Like the Bible, these magazines, newspaper clippings, and pictures form part of
the materiality of Rastafari belief in the divinity of Haile Selassie. The Illustrated London
News published the most photographs of Selassie’s coronation. Times Magazine featured
Emperor Selassie on the cover of its November 3, 1930 edition and later celebrated him
in 1935 as person of the year. 385
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For themselves, the local papers in Jamaica provided scant reporting on Selassie’s
coronation. The first mention of the coronation in The Daily Gleaner focused on the
Duke of Gloucester’s attendance before republishing from the Daily Express an article on
how “the black napoleon” outmaneuvered his opponents to take the Ethiopian throne. 386
The Gleaner’s November 3, 1930 article was a news brief received via Reuter’s West
Indies Press Service, stating that the Duke of Gloucester had presented on behalf of King
George a gold scepter to Emperor Selassie and an ivory scepter to Empress Menen,
adding that the emperor and empress sat on golden thrones and dressed in Abyssinian
style while covered by a canopy “surmounted by the Crown of Judah.” 387 The Gleaner
did not publish a picture of Selassie’s coronation until 1935. 388 Although that picture
showed Selassie with orb and scepter under the canopy, the Gleaner published it next to a
picture reflecting the Italian conquest of Ethiopia. The irony of white-controlled media
publishing images and stories of Haile Selassie during the period of European
colonization of Africa and the continued oppression of black people in the Americas is
worth noting. These photographs of Selassie furnished oppressed black people, including
Afro-Jamaicans, with images of an African man who embodied black liberation. Even as
the Gleaner denounced and marginalized the early Rastas acceptance of Selassie’s
universal kingship and divinity, the Gleaner’s reportage of Selassie’s coronation, his
battle against Italian invasion, and accomplishments on the international stage became the
source of evidence for Rastas that Selassie is truly God and King.
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Coronation Symbolism and the I-traits of Jah
Several elements of Selassie’s coronation especially captivated the attention of the people
who experienced the event in Ethiopia and those like the Rastas who experienced it
through photographic representations. Selassie’s invocation of Solomonic lineage and his
use of imperial titles, for instance, seemed to have instituted the sacredness of the
monarchy, and provided the material basis for Rastas to receive and elevate Selassie I as
God in the flesh and universal king.

Jah Rastafari, The Son of Solomon
On the 25th anniversary of Emperor Haile Selassie I’s coronation, as Christine Sandford
recalls:
The royal line of Kings of Ethiopia has its origins, as do many of those
European countries, in legend and story; but none can claim a longer
descent, nor an origin so substantiated in national literature and primitive
picture, than the dynasty founded by the Queen of Sheba and her only son
Menyelek. 389
Sandford’s opening description of dynastical mythos brings to attention the power of
narratives in the establishment of political legitimacy. Within Jerusalemite royal
theology, the scepter does not pass from Judah (Genesis 49:10) while the seed of David
sits on the throne in perpetuity (2 Samuel 7; Psalm 132:11-12). The belief that the
Ethiopian monarchy dates to the time of Menelik I, the son of King Solomon and the
Queen of Sheba tied Ethiopia to this Jerusalemite royal theology and bolstered the
biblical and mythical aura of the coronation.
The story of the Queen of Sheba’s visit with King Solomon is widely popular and
well-attested in multiple textual traditions. 390 The Hebrew Bible records the meeting and
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exchange of gifts between King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba (1 Kings 10; 2
Chronicles 9:1-12) but does not mention anything about an affair. According to the
biblical version, the queen heard about Solomon’s famed-wisdom and visited him to
learn more. After the queen became impressed with Solomon’s wisdom and exchanged
gifts with him, she returned to her country with “all she desired and asked of Solomon”
(1 Kings 10:13). In an apocalyptic rebuke to unbelievers, Jesus mentioned the Queen of
the South, which many biblical scholars consider to be the Queen of Sheba (Matthew
12:42; Luke 11:31). According to the Qur’an, Solomon invited the Queen of Sheba to his
place in order to test and convert her to the worship of Allah, but there is no reference to
a sexual union (Q. 27:20-43).
The Kebra Nagast, composed in Ethiopia in the fourteenth century, records the
most expansive and politically important story of the affair between Queen Makeda and
King Solomon. The Kebra Nagast retains elements of both the biblical and Qur’anic
versions in which Queen Hendake (Candace or Makeda) brings plentiful gifts to
Solomon, tests his wisdom, and Solomon’s attempts to convert her from sun worship to
the worship of the true God. 391 It is in the Ethiopic version that we read of Solomon’s
desires for the Queen of Sheba to produce him an offspring. Through trickery and
coercion, Solomon impregnated the Queen of Sheba, producing his eldest son, Menelik.
Solomon gave the queen a ring that served as evidence of his relationship with her. As an
adult, Menelik took the ring and went to Jerusalem to meet his father for the first time.
Menelik returned with the Laws of God and the stolen Ark of the Covenant. Some
Ethiopians and many Rastas believe that the Ark of the Covenant remains in Axum to
this day. Scholars generally agree that the Abyssinians created the story to legitimate and
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to consolidate their political power. Nevertheless, Selassie found political value in the
story and used it to position himself as the 225th Solomonic emperor in an uninterrupted
line of descendants from Menelik I. 392 This claim to Solomonic (and certainly Davidic)
lineage, based in the Ethiopic legend, casts Selassie as a legitimate King and Ethiopia as
a civilized nation.
Furthermore, the first Ethiopian Constitution, which replaced the medieval Fetha
Nagast on July 16, 1931, enshrined into law this legend of Solomonic dynasty. Article 3
of the Constitution declares the perpetuity of the Solomonic lineage:
The law determines that the imperial dignity shall remain perpetually
attached to the line of His Majesty Haile Selassie I, descendant of King
Sahle Selassie, whose line descends without interruption from the dynasty
of Menelik I, son of King Solomon of Jerusalem and the Queen of
Ethiopia, known as the Queen of Sheba. 393
This declaration firmly placed Haile Selassie in the Solomonic line as a direct
descendant, even though he was not a direct descendant by Ethiopian standards of
progeny. Selassie’s connection to the Solomonic line is through his grandmother Princess
Tenagnework who was the daughter of Sahle Selassie. Menelik became emperor instead
of Haile Selassie’s father, Ras Makonnen simply because Menelik’s grandfather was the
eldest son of Sahle Selassie. Haile Selassie’s rise to the throne was partly due to the fact
that Menelik did not have a legitimate son to rule in his place, and thus the throne had to
be occupied by his daughter, Empress Zewditu. Menelik wished for his grandson Iyasu to
succeed him, but anti-Muslim sentiments and Iyasu’s political miscalculations effectively
disbarred him from ascending to the imperial throne. During Zewditu’s reign, meanwhile
Haile Selassie became the emperor in waiting. Selassie’s popularity and accrued military
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support forced Empress Zewditu to declare him His Majesty King Tafari Makonnen,
“Heir to the Throne of Ethiopia and Regent Plenipotentiary.”
Selassie maintained that each favor and promotion bestowed on him was the
result of God’s provenance, but his actions reflected a more assertive role on his part.
Once Selassie became emperor, he ensured that the newly drafted constitution changed
the line of succession so that his direct descendants alone could inherit the imperial
throne. Regardless of the closeness of kin or the legitimacy of Selassie’s claim to the
throne, Rastas consider his Solomonic ties to be historically and biblically indisputable.
According to many Rastas, the proclamation of Haile Selassie as King of Kings fulfilled
the biblical prophecy of Acts 2:20 in which David’s seed would rise to sit on the
throne. 394 Through vestiture, title, and rituals, Selassie and his supporters ensured that
the power of his Solomonic lineage resonated with all those who witnessed the
coronation.
This i-trait of Selassie as the descendant of Solomon came to Rastafari
consciousness through the various published photographs bearing the caption,
“descendant of King Solomon and Queen of Sheba.” Howell’s reproduction of the iconic
Illustrated London News portrait of Selassie published on November 1, 1930, which
carried the inscription “A descendant of King Solomond and the Queen of Sheba.” 395
Although Howell penciled in the inscription, by the time of the coronation, the legend of
Solomonic descent had become popular. The acceptance of the Kebra Negast as part of
Rastafari literary and material culture provided further confirmation of the biblical
significance of Selassie as a descendant of Solomon. Rastas points to Selassie’s superior
wisdom as evidence of his Solomonic lineage, as the wisdom of Solomon manifested in
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the “wise mind” of Hailie Selassie. 396 Selassie’s wisdom is not only in the thoughtful and
powerful statements made on the international stage such as his famous speech before the
League of Nations in 1936, but also his supernatural abilities at an early age.
One apocryphal story often retold in Rastafari circles is of Selassie’s ability to
communicate with birds as a child. 397 Selassie’s ability to speak with birds alludes to
Solomon’s similar ability as recorded in the Qur’an (Q.27:16-20). The belief in Selassie’s
capability with animals, as an extension of his power and wisdom, comes from the many
pictures of Selassie petting Lions or with the lion symbol. Rastas continue to produce
artistic depictions of Selassie taming Lions or riding on Lions as the victorious Lion of
Judah. These i-traits magnify and reify the Rastafari view that Haile Selassie I is God in
the flesh.
Selassie’s Solomonic connection in Rastafari also results from a conflation of
depictions of King Solomon and King Selassie. Rastas often take the portraits of Emperor
Haile Selassie I completely cloaked in regal vestment and donned with the golden triple
crown of Ethiopia as representations of Solomon. The crown represented one of the seven
Solomonic symbols used throughout the coronation. 398 According to Asfa-Wossen
Asserate, Haile Selassie symbolized the Solomonic heritage by putting beneath the place
where the priest anointed him as emperor a slab taken from the foundation of Solomon’s
Temple in Jerusalem. 399 Ras Kassa had taken the slab to Ethiopia from Jerusalem in 1911
after witnessing the use of the “Stone of Scone” during King George V’s coronation. W.
Robert Moore’s colorized photo of the emperor in bright red gown embroidered with
golden threads, and suavely seated with the imperial crown is the main picture that has
been modified, reproduced, and often taken as the picture of King Solomon. 400 Selassie’s
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image becomes superimposed on Solomon, and as a consequence, the claims of
Solomonic ties become reified. This transference of identity is an example of what David
Morgan observes that “Vision is a complex assemblage of seeing what is there, seeing by
virtue of habit what one expects to see there, seeing what one desires to be there, and
seeing what one is told to see there.” 401 How Rastas come to see Selassie’s pictures as
images of Solomon is part of this “complex assemblage” in which Rastas reimagine the
identity of biblical (imageless) characters in the likeness of known (imaged and pictured)
personalities. The same type of identity transference and reimagining occurred in Jamaica
when many people accepted the images of Selassie as the images of Jesus Christ. As one
of Chevannes’ interlocutors recalled, upon seeing picture of Selassie for the first time, “It
drive me home you know, sir. I saw that is Jesus Christ photograph. Dead stamp, dead
stamp of Jesus Christ.” 402

Photograph 1. Images Emperor Selassie and Empress Menen reproduced on plastic badges.
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King of Kings, Lord of Lords, and the Conquering Lion of Judah
Like the claim to Solomonic lineage, the titles taken on by Selassie upon being enthroned
as emperor of Ethiopia magnified the splendor of the coronation and recalled the biblical
roots of his monarchy. The archbishop of Ethiopia declared Haile Selassie I “King of
Kings, Conquering Lion of Judah, and the Elect of God.” While the title King of Kings
(Negusa Negast) was a common Ethiopian designation for a siting emperor, Rastas have
interpreted the title prophetically, thus suggesting that Selassie had universal authority.
Within the Ethiopian feudal system, provincial leaders often carried the title of “King.”
For example, during the reign of Emperor Tewodros, Menelik carried the title of King of
Shoa. Even Ras Tafari Makonnen held the title of king before being crowned emperor.
The designation Negusa Negast meant that the imperial emperor reigned as head of all
the provincial kings. Empress Zeditwu in 1916, the only Ethiopian queen since the reign
of Queen Makeda in the fourteenth century, held the feminine version Queen of Kings,
showing that the provincial monarchs were subordinated to the imperial rulership.
When Selassie took the title Negusa Negast in 1930, many Rastas saw this as the
fulfillment of Revelation 19:16, which states “and he hath on his vesture and on his thigh
a name written, KING OF KINGS, AND LORD OF LORDS.” 403 Rastas literalize the
apocalyptic imagery in Revelation 19 by making Haile Selassie I the rider on the white
horse. The circulation of news reporting referring to Selassie as the King of Kings
confirmed the Rastafari conviction that Selassie is the messianic king foretold in the
Bible. Times magazine captioned the picture of Haile Selassie on the 1930 cover using
the full imperial title, “King of Kings, Conquering Lion of Judah, and the Elect of
God.” 404 The collection and circulation of the magazine cover within Rastafari circles
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demonstrate the significance of the publication to Rastas because confirmation of the
divine identity came from a Babylonian source.
Further confirmation of Haile Selassie’s universal (i-niversal) kingship comes
from the pictures of the various delegates, particularly the duke of Gloucester, bowing
before Emperor Selassie. Rastas do not see the act of the foreign representatives bowing
before Selassie as a polite gesture. Rastas consider the dignitaries bowing before Selassie
to be the world’s acknowledgment and acceptance of universal the sovereignty and
superiority of the Ethiopian throne. Howell, in his Promised Key, reinterprets the event:
The Duke fell down on bending knees before His Majesty Ras Tafari the
King of Kings and Lord of Lords and spoke in a loud voice and said,
“Master, Master my father has sent me to represent him sir. He is unable
to come and he said that he will serve you to the end Master.” 405
Howell was not a firsthand witness to the coronation. His description of the event was at
best, an imaginative theological reinterpretation. Like many other Rastafari oral
traditions, the story of the duke’s obeisance before Selassie has undergone significant
reinterpretations. One of Joseph Owens’ interlocutors recalled the story in which the duke
returned to England, told his father that he had seen God [Selassie] and that King George
should free all the slaves. Rastas further claim that because the duke saw the King of
Kings, he abdicated the British throne. 406
While the Duke of Gloucester represented King George V at the coronation, there
is no evidence of the duke’s having made to Selassie a pledge to serve him to the end.
Howell further proclaimed, “We can see all the Kings of the earth surrendering their
crowns to His Majesty Ras Tafari the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords Earth’s
Rightful Ruler to reign forever and ever.” 407 By invoking the Zionist theology of Psalm
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72, Howell brought the image of the dignitaries kneeling before Selassie into conformity
with the Rastafari belief that Selassie’s kingship is universal.
In Rastafari thought, Selassie’s reign extends into the divine realm. The “Lord of
Lords” phrase is not part of the imperial title, but because Rastas interpret the coronation
through the biblical lens of Revelation 19, the phrase transferred from the biblical text to
the imperial title. Heaven and earth became the domain of Jah because He is the King of
Kings and Lord of Lords. The widely circulated 1953 picture of Queen Elizabeth II and
Prince Phillips on bended knees before Emperor Selassie and Empress Menen has further
deepened the Rastafari conviction that Selassie reigns universally as King of Kings.
Again, the optics betrayed the actual moment, and this opened the door to Rastafari
theological imagination and innovation. However, by focusing on these images of
perceived submission, Selassie’s enthronement meant the dethroning of every other ruler
and deity. His Imperial Majesty Haile Selassie I Jah Rastafari thereby becomes the only
legitimate power, or what Max Weber calls “a transcendental unitary god who is
universal.” 408

Haile Selassie I as Apocalyptic Warrior
The emergence of apocalyptic images in Rastafari provides insight into the explanatory
framework developed by Rastas during two significant periods of theological dissonance.
The first period was during the Mussolini-led Italian invasion of Ethiopia (the Second
Italo-Ethiopian War) in 1935. Other than Selassie’s coronation, no other event in Ethiopia
gained more international media coverage or captured the attention of the Rastas in
Jamaica than the invasion of Ethiopia by Italy and Selassie’s political maneuverings to
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regain control of his country. Because of the constant reporting of the war in American
and European newspapers, many pictures of Selassie in military attire and with him
bearing arms circulated around the world. These pictures inspired Rastas, who faced a
theological crisis in that the enemy seemed to be prevailing against their God and King.
But these photos provided Rastas with material evidence to support their view that Jah
would prevail against Italy, once Selassie regained Ethiopia with the help of Britain,
Rastas further re/constructed i-traits that show Selassie as a mighty apocalyptic warrior.
The dethroning of Haile Selassie during the Marxist-inspired coup in September
1974 and his eventual death on August 27, 1975, meanwhile, is the second tumultuous
period that gave rise to Rastafari apocalyptic sentiments. Notably, the relative silence in
the media about the coup and particularly the death of Selassie served to reinforce the
Rastafari belief in the eternal existence of Selassie and his triumph as an apocalyptic and
messianic figure. When faced with the question of Selassie’s death, my interlocutor, Ras
Iyah V sits upon his chair, looks me in the eyes, and responds most passionately:
So, look at how Haile Selassie inspired all of these great African leaders
and look at all the media houses of the world, and his Majesty dead and
not even one of them little media no deh deh fi cover his funeral or nutten
like a dat. So that’s why Bob could a come back and sing a music say Jah
Live. 409
The lack of media coverage becomes part of Ras Iyah V’s justification for rejecting
narratives about the death of Haile Selassie. Because Rastas do not subscribe to any
notion of death, Rastas do not produce, reproduce, nor circulate any images suggestive of
Selassie’s physical passing. Instead, the images freeze Selassie in a state of perpetual
living.
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News of the Italian invasion of Ethiopia circulated rapidly and frequently around
the world. The invasion did not only threaten Rastafari’s God but the glory of Ethiopia as
the only African nation not subdued by European colonization. Like many other black
people in the Americas, Rastas believed that the humiliation the Italians had experienced
in 1896 when Menelik defeated the Italians in the Battle of Adowa motivated Mussolini
to invade Ethiopia in 1935. Many members of the Jamaican Rastafari community held
island-wide meetings to protest against the Italian invasion, joined the Ethiopian World
Federation to raise awareness and money to help the cause, and even petitioned the
colonial government to allow them to join the Ethiopia army. 410 The Gleaners’ constant
negative reporting, especially of Selassie “fleeing” to Britain, would have worsened the
theological crisis for Rastas were it not for the pictures of Selassie that emerged in the
final months leading up to the reclamation of Ethiopia from the Italians. In the report on
the Rastafari movement, the investigators note the importance of the wartime images:
A full-length photograph in the Illustrated London News of Saturday 11th
January 1936 shows the Emperor standing with his right foot on an
unexploded Italian bomb. This illustrated his invincibility. Photographs of
the Emperor defending Ethiopia against the Italians, and such publications
as “The March of Black Men – Ethiopia Leads,” support his role as the
champion of the black race. 411
Although the Illustrated London News first published the picture in 1936 and the
members of the University report team witnessed its use in the 1950s, Rastas today
continue to circulate the picture in their Facebook and WhatsApp groups especially on
high holidays for Rastas like, Coronation Day (November 2) and Groundation Day (April
21).
It is important to note here that a few pro-Ethiopian publications emerged during
the period of the Italo-Ethiopian war and served as an important source of information for
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Rastas. Most notable among these publications is Sylvia Pankhurst’s New Times and
Ethiopia News. Sylvia Pankhurst was an anti-fascist activist, British suffragette, and
pacifist. She became a close ally of Emperor Haile Selassie and one of the first people to
advocate for British support of Ethiopia against Italian aggression. 412 After publishing
letters to the editor in the Manchester Guardian on the subject of Italy’s fascist
aggression and Britain’s failure to act, Pankhurst launched the New Times and Ethiopia
News on May 9, 1936, the first, and perhaps only, newspaper to make the connection
between the Spanish Civil War and the Italian assault on Ethiopia. In the publication of
August 29, 1936, Pankhurst argued that both Spain and Abyssinia are victims of fascism.
A picture of Haile Selassie I at the Cenotaph accompanies the article. 413
The influence of the New Times and Ethiopia News in Britain can be seen from
the fact that several other British newspapers regularly republished or referenced articles
from it. The New Times and Ethiopia News impacted and energized Rastas in Jamaica.
Not only did the paper provide evidence of His Majesty’s activities to defeat Italy but, as
Douglas Mack reflects:
This newspaper often published graphic photographs of Italian atrocities. I
can still remember how shocked I was to see photographs of Italian
soldiers laughing while they held aloft, or lined up on a stone wall, the
severed heads of bearded Ethiopian patriots. Indeed, if not for Dr.
Pankhurst’s Ethiopian Times, these atrocities would not have been known
to the outside world. 414
The colonial authorities were aware of the importance of the publication to the Rastafari
community. In 1956 the Custos of St. James Parish Francis Moncrieff Kerr-Jarrett asked
Governor Hugh Foot to secure an admission from Emperor Haile Selassie I that he is not
God and requested of the editors of New Times and Ethiopia News to stop sending their
publication to Jamaica. 415 Governor Foot reluctantly forwarded the inquiry to M. Phillips,
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a personal contact in the Colonial Office, who advised that attempts to ban the newspaper
would have the opposite effect. Incidentally, the New Times and Ethiopia News stopped
publication in May 1956, roughly six months before Phillips responded to Governor
Foot’s letter.
Rastas have also employed their visual interpretations of Selassie during the war
years to support the narrative of the prevailing Lion of Judah. While at Ras Bobby’s
house, I noticed a laminated illustration that shows Selassie during the battle to regain
Ethiopia.

Photograph 2. Illustration of the 2nd Italo-Abyssinian War by Ras Scratch.
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The popular illustration, created in 1993 by Ras Scratch (Gad-I), is prominently placed
above the living room door on Ras Bobby’s verandah. Ras Bobby uses it as a teaching
tool but also keeps it as a reminder of the God who overcame fascist Italy symbolized as
one of the beasts of Revelation 13. The theme of the illustration brings together the
militant and apocalyptic impressions of Selassie. A large headshot of Selassie occupies
the center of the draw. In this depiction of Selassie, he towers over the battle with the
typical pensive and majestic look. Next to his picture is a military man representing
Mussolini. Selassie looks to the east with a somewhat worried countenance. The Italian
army, dressed in green military uniforms, stands at attention as the pope stretches his
hand to bless them. The appearance of the pope in the drawing goes back to the Rastafari
belief that the pope is the beast and antichrist who gave authority and power to Italy to
invade Ethiopia. In the right corner of the illustration, Selassie sits on a white horse and
sternly observes the unfolding events. Some Rastas have generated apocryphal stories
about Selassie sitting on the white horse as an extension of their theological imagination.
During a discussion with a Rastaman in my hometown of Little London, he took
out a tattered copy of John Moodie’s book, Hath…The Lion of Judah Prevailed…? and
flipped to the page with a photo of Selassie seated on a white horse. He told me that the
horse was called Pegasus and that the horse had wings. His description of Selassie
riding/flying on the white horse during the battle against the Italians weaved the
apocalyptic imagery from Revelation 19 and Greek mythology to explain the victorious
power of Jah in battle. The Gleaner published the picture in 1936 as part of an article
written anonymously by “one who Knows Him.” 416 The publication of the picture in the
Gleaner deepened the Rastafari conviction that the Lion of Judah would overcome.
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In the case of Ras Scratch’s illustration, an annotation in the right corner of the
drawing captures the historical, biblical, and apocalyptic significance of the war:
(1935-1936) The battle that marked the beginning of the end. Ethiopia’s
old enemy the “pope” of Rome, Italy, fulfilled the prophecy of the old
dragon, when he authorised Mussolini the old beast, and his troops, in
their bid to conquer the “Lamb” Haile Selassie-I of Ethiopia (Rev.5.
Rev.13). Haile Selassie’s effort to prevent this war was ignored, and
millions suffered the bitter consequences. 417
Ras Scratch highlights the artistic details in the illustration as elements of biblical
prophecy. The artist becomes as a biblical interpreter who sees the fulfillment of biblical
prophecy in actual world events.
Similarly, Rastafari artists like Ras Elijah Tafari have reproduced and
reinterpreted the wartime images of Selassie to conform to an i-trait of Jah as the
Conquering Lion of Judah. In Ras Elijah’s 2016 drawing of Selassie with his foot on the
bomb, an image of a lion in the background symbolizes the Solomonic heritage, the
overcoming power, and the prophetic life of Haile Selassie. In a blog post about his
drawing, Ras Elijah uses the image to explain contemporary events and admonish to
“step on the Bombs, and raise your children to do the same. For the Lion in Man, the Son
of Man, and King of Kings is within Us all. One Jah. Rastafari. Haile Selassie I Forever
and Ever. Amen.” 418
Apocalyptic sentiments in Rastafari resonate strongly in the Nyahbinghi chants
(Rastafari music) and climax in the Rastafari’s fiery denouncement (“fyah bun”) of
“Babylon.” The term Babylon applies to all forms of injustices, including people, places,
and practices. The blazing of fire against Babylon is an essential element of the Rastafari
view on judgment. 419 Judgment is justice, and justice comes from Jah. Italy became and
continues to be the literalization of Babylon because they fought against the King of
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Kings and Zion. But Babylon also applies to the Western world in general and all its
institutions. Selassie’s role in the fight against oppression became abundantly clear to
Rastas when an article published in the Jamaica Times on December 7, 1935 declared
Emperor Haile Selassie to be the head of the Nyahbinghi Order. The Nyahbinghi Order
was an anti-colonial resistance movement formed in Rwanda in the nineteenth century.
During the Italian invasion in 1935, rumors circulated that Selassie had joined forces with
the Nyahbinghi Order to fight not only against Italy, but against all white people. Based
on the reporting from the Jamaica Times, Rastas interpreted Nyahbinghi to mean “death
to black and white oppressors.” 420 Rastas appropriated the term and one of the main
mansions (organized Rasta groups), which bear the name Nyahbinghi.

Photograph 3. Painting entitled “Hold de Faith” by Ras Elijah Tafari.
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A 2018 painting by Baltimore-based Rasta artist Melku Tafari entitled “Rastaman
Chant (Babylon Bun’n)” brings together the elements of Rastafari apocalyptic discourse.
The piece by Melku Tafari depicts several Rastamen and Rastawomen drumming and
chanting Nyahbinghi. They chant the bingi tune “Hear the word of the Rastaman say
Babylon your throne gone down.” The Rastas illustrated in the painting also recite a
version of Revelation 18:10 – “Woe! Woe to u great city, u mighty city of Babylon, in
one hour ur doom has come.” The Washington Monument and the District of Columbia
are the targets of the apocalyptic judgment. The fire key blazes as the lightning flashes
across the sky. While the image of Selassie does not appear in the painting, the Lion of
Judah inscribed on the Ethiopian flag towers over the events. Melku Tafari explains that
“The youth are witnessing the approaching doom of spiritual Sodom and Egypt
(Washington, D.C.). All the youth shall witness the day Babylon fall.” 421 The impending
doom of Babylon must happen because Jah is just.

Photograph 4. Painting entitled “Rastaman Chant (Babylon Bun’n)” by Iyosef Melku.
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I-traits as Religious Commodities
Rastas’ earliest use of any i-traits of Selassie came in the context of selling pictorial
reproductions in Jamaica. Such exchange of goods (pictures of Selassie) and money
between seller and buyer highlight the impact of commodity and capital on religious
experiences. The transaction involves more than the handling of money, but also the
acquisition and distribution of capital. In this case, the images of Selassie have become a
type of religious commodity that is accruable as religious capital within the arena of
religious contestation about the identity of the one true God.
When Leonard Howell returned to Jamaica from New York on November 17,
1932, he armed himself with photographs of Emperor Haile Selassie I and felt
empowered to proclaim the message of Jah Rastafari to all who would listen. Howell first
attempted to preach the message of Rastafari and sell pictures of the emperor at the
UNIA headquarters in Edelweiss Park but Marcus Garvey turned him away. 422 Howell
then created his own alternative platform and developed significant traction that caught
the attention of the colonial authorities. By June 17, 1933, Detective Inspector R.C.
Waters submitted to the inspector general a report on the preaching and activities of
Howell at “a meeting at the Coke Chapel Steps held on the 14th instant, starting at about
8:15 p.m.” 423 Waters described Howell’s street-preaching as “a long rambling speech
about Ras Tafari” in which he urged the people to reject King George and accept Ras
Tafari as their king. 424 The sale of pictures of Ras Tafari followed the black-conscious
and Ethiopianist message delivered by Howell. Waters noted Howell’s sale of
photographs of Haile Selassie and reported that after reading from a newspaper about
race issues in the United States, “Howell then asked the people to buy photographs of Ras
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Tafari, which he is offering at 1/- [a shilling] each. These photographs are picture
postcards costing 1d. [1 penny] or 1½d. [three halfpence] each.” 425 The Gleaner later
reported on Howell’s sale of photographs of Haile Selassie in December 1933 as a
swindle. 426
While we do not know all the photographs of Haile Selassie that Howell
possessed and sold, we have access to a handful of the photos and know the many others
published in the West by 1933. The police confiscated at least one of the cards bearing
the image of Selassie that Howell sold for 1 shilling. This postcard-sized picture is about
5 ¾ inches by 9 inches. The front of the card bears a picture of Ras Tafari decked in a
golden crown studded with diamonds. The crown has the Star of David emblazoned in
the center and a golden cross positioned just above it. Gems hang around the edge of the
crown. A lion mane halo projects from the inner head garment, giving Selassie a very
bushy appearance. The photograph is a pre-coronation picture of King Tafari. The
Illustrated London News published the picture as part of a news article on November 1,
1930, with the title “Lions’ Manes for Coronation Head-Dresses; and Ethiopia’s
Emperor.” 427 It is not certain that Howell took the picture directly from a copy of The
Illustrated London News or if he reproduced it from another source. Robert Hill notes
that one of his interlocutors and Howell’s contemporary, Henry Dunkley, alleged that
Howell got the pictures from another Jamaican religious group known as the Israelites. 428
The founders of the Israelites, David Harvey and Annie Harvey, had returned to Jamaica
from Ethiopia in 1930/1931 and might have brought back pictures of Selassie. Howell
likely returned to Jamaica with pictures from New York given the extensive media
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coverage of Selassie in the American Press. What is certain is that Howell added his own
artistic touch to many of the images.
Just below the most popular image and written in bold uppercase letters are the
words, RAS TAFARI. Howell describes the picture in the next two lines with part of the
imperial title and reference to the Kebra Nagast: “King of Kings of Ethiopia” and “A
descendant of King Solomond and the Queen of Sheba.” Howell’s name appears on the
card in a typewritten inscription: “Traved the World Through.” The inscription on the
card correctly uses his pre-coronation name but incorrectly uses the coronation title of
Kings of Kings. While Tafari had already become King of Kings when Howell began to
sell the photos, the name and title do not match the picture. The Illustrated London News
did not date the picture in its publication. The accuracy of matching the title, name, and
picture seems irrelevant to Howell’s objective, for he believed that Ras Tafari was
crowned king and that the photo presented a kingly image of the man whom Howell
claimed to be God. Petrine Archer observes that “Even though this image predates the
imperial coronation, which featured even more splendid attire, Haile Selassie I already
looks the part of an emperor.” 429 Indeed, the photograph shows a pensive and regally
dressed Tafari Makonnen. He does not look directly into the camera lens but gazes at an
angle, forcing the observer to look him in the eyes.
The colonial authorities concluded that Howell’s sale of photographs of Haile
Selassie I was a scheme to make money. Detective Waters reported that “The attendance
at this man’s meetings is increasing but I am satisfied that his objective is to make money
by selling these photographs.” 430 Waters did not report on the reason Howell gave for
selling pictures but mentioned that “Some foolish people put them under their pillows
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and expected miracles to happen.” 431 Although Waters considered the people’s belief in
the photos’ power to effect miracles to be foolishness, the practice of putting a
photograph under one’s pillow is part of the larger Afro-Jamaican folk culture in which
objects such as an open Bible are placed under the pillow (especially of babies) to help in
healing or to keep evil away. Because Afro-Jamaicans believe that photos bring the
presence of the person, it seems likely that some of these early followers of Howell
would place pictures of Selassie closest to their head in order to feel his presence.
Ironically, many Jamaicans often hide the photos of deceased loved ones,
especially within the first couple of months of their deaths, to prevent their spirit from
returning to the home. The expectation of something miraculous from keeping the picture
of Selassie close to the body, especially under the pillow, seems to relate to experiences
of dreams and visions. Barry Chevannes points out that several of his informants
experienced dreams and visions about Selassie that prompted their conversion to
Rastafari. 432 Brother Bongo, one of Charles Price’s interlocutors, told him about his first
vision experience in which Selassie appeared fully dressed in a khaki suit. 433 The khaki
suit refers to Selassie’s usual military attire. In several instances, these dreams and
visions involved actual photos of Selassie.
A further mischaracterization of Howell’s use of photographs of Selassie emerged
in the local press. The Daily Gleaner, on December 16, 1933, for instance, asserted that
Howell used “seditious and blasphemous language… to boost the sale of pictures of
“King Ras Tafari of Abyssinia, son of King Solomon by the Queen, of Sheba.” 434 The
Gleaner went further than the initial police report by accusing Howell of using the
photographs of Selassie to incite insurrection by way of Howell’s deployment of the
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photos of Selassie as evidence of a black king. The early Rastas’ assertion that black
people have a black king in Africa to whom black people in Jamaica must show loyalty
would have been easily dismissed as nonsense in Jamaica except for the fact that Howell
had visual evidence. The sale and circulation of photos of Selassie threatened the tenuous
racial order in Jamaica. The editors of the newspaper seemed to have understood the
racial implication while reporting that, “King Rasta, according to the pictures, has the
face of a Turk, and the said sleek young Jamaican is saying that the Spirit of our Lord has
returned in this mythical figure.” 435 The Gleaner’s reference to Selassie having the face
of a Turk hints at one of the racialized arguments that would be used against Rastafari.
Critics of Rastafari argue that Haile Selassie is not a black man and that Rastas
mistakenly claim him to be black. 436 A Gleaner article from 1930 characterized Selassie
as the “Black Napoleon.” 437 The critics often miss Rastas’ reasoning on race and their
claim regarding Selassie’s blackness; however, for Rastas, Selassie’s blackness is a given
because he was an African. Within Rastafari theological construction, Selassie is
indisputably black because the Bible confirms that Solomon is a black man, and Selassie
is a descendant of Solomon. Rastas often cite Song of Solomon 5:5-6 – “I am black and
comely” – as biblical evidence of Solomon’s blackness. They also quote Revelation 1:5
as proof that Selassie (Jah Rastafari) is black. Furthermore, Rastas’ acceptance of the
photographs of Haile Selassie I with all his Semitic looking features shows that they have
little doubt about his race. From even a casual glance at the photos, Rastas confirm that
Selassie looks like them.
Howell’s use and sale of the pictures suggest that he saw religious value in the
photographs. After all, these photographs contained the image of the living God. As a
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religious commodity, the pictures of Selassie could be produced, reproduced, sold, and
resold. Rastas today continue to engage in this kind of exchange since the time of Howell
and long after. Several of the Rasta-owned stores that I have visited continue to uphold
the tradition of selling images of Selassie. After meeting with one of my interlocutors at a
small Rasta store on Hallandale Beach Boulevard in South Florida, I walked around the
store to get a look at the inventory. A few Rasta tams, scarfs, drums, and books
comprised the extent of the stock. But then I noticed several items with pictures of Haile
Selassie printed/engraved on them. Pendants, badges, buttons, flags, handkerchiefs,
posters, and framed pictures all carried the images of Haile Selassie. I ended up
purchasing a wood carving of the Star of David with the photo of Haile Selassie sealed
beneath a thick layer of protective varnish after negotiating its price with the Rasta store
attendant.
The transaction between the Rastaman and me was commercial. The business
transaction, however, does not negate the religious significance of the item. Rastas see
the sale of their commodity, particularly those with the images of Selassie, as an
opportunity to enlighten. J. Lorand Matory’s analysis of the generation of value in the
exchange of Afro-Atlantic religious things would suggest that the Rastafari exchange of
religious goods follows the pattern of other Africana religions in which religious icons
and paraphernalia are entangled in the cycle of production and sale. 438 Unlike the fetishes
discussed by Matory, however, Rastas’ use of images of Selassie in the network of
commercial exchange is part of Rastas’ deification of Selassie and Selassie’s images
legitimating Rastafari.
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Photograph 5. Image of Howell’s postcard with a pre-coronation image of Selassie.
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Rituals and Images at the Church of Haile Selassie I: A Case Study
The images of Haile Selassie, Jah Rastafari, appear very frequently in Rastafari ilibrations (celebrations or commemorative events). Most major Rastafari i-libration that I
have attended over the last two years had a picture of Emperor Haile Selassie and
Empress Menen Asfaw at the center of the gathering. Take, for example, the arrangement
of the altar at the Nyahbinghi i-lebration in Pitfour, Montego Bay on July 23, 2019, to
commemorate the 127th earthstrong (birthday) of His Majesty. The altar in the tabernacle
had a picture of Emperor Haile Selassie and Empress Menen, along with a glass of water,
the Ethiopian flag, a vase containing flowers, an open Bible, two orb-shaped containers
made of calabash, and a chalice for the sacramental smoking of marijuana. The setup of
the altar mirrored the table of a Revival meeting, an indication of the continued cultural
influence of Revivalism on the structure and ethos of Rastafari.

Photograph 6. Altar at the Nyahbinghi temple in Pitfour, Jamaica.
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To fully understand the veneration of Jah in images, I turn to the use and display
of images of Selassie in worship services at the Church of Haile Selassie I in New York
City. While some might argue that the church represents an extreme end of the Rastafari
ideological spectrum to the point of being a non-Rastafari organization, the Abuna and
the members claim that they are the only legally recognized Rasta organization. The
Government of Jamaica officially recognized the Church of Haile Selassie I in November
2013 by granting it articles of incorporation.
After three firm knocks on the green metal door of Ba Beta Kristiyan Haile
Selassie I (The Church of Haile Selassie I, Inc.) on Gates Ave in Brooklyn, a Rastaman
greets and ushers me inside to my seat. He directs me to sit on the left side of the church
with the other men. The women sit on the right side of the pews. A wooden armchair at
the right front of the church designates the spot where the Queen Mother sits. The Queen
Mother is the matriarchal figure, the oldest Rastawoman in the congregation. The
storefront church stands out as a uniquely colorful building in this Bed-Stuy
neighborhood in New York City, boasting the red, green, and yellow colors of the
Ethiopian flag (the Rasta colors). The richness of the liturgy and ritual inside the building
most certainly live up to the brightness of the colors outside. As soon as I enter the
church, a sharp blast of burning frankincense rushes through my nostrils, fills my lungs,
and causes my eyes to become watery and red. The burning of frankincense is a way of
spiritually purifying the environment and creating the ambiance for worship. However,
prolonged exposure to the aromatic fumes can have a somnolent effect on the body. The
lively display of the liturgy and rituals prevents me from succumbing to the sleepinducing effect. While waiting for the service to begin, I notice that several pictures of
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Emperor Haile Selassie I adorn the walls of the church. I did not think anything of the
pictures except that there were so many because it is a church that believes that Selassie
is God. The “Abuna” is the head of the church, and several males assist him with the
liturgical functions. They are referred to as priests or Levites.
At about 11:55 a.m., one of the priests shouts an antiphonic call to worship. The
priest cries out: “Unto Jah, an angel sung with the voice of praise.” The other Levites
respond in a chant while walking with ritual instruments from behind the Holy of Holies
(altar): “Jah foundation is in the Holy Mountains. Let us worship, let us worship, let us
worship.” The priest and Levites walk orderly from the altar to the back of the building
while chanting the invocation in Amharic. The first Levite in the processional carries an
open Bible with a picture of Emperor Haile Selassie pasted on the inside, next to the page
on which Psalm 87 is typed. The Levite parades with the Bible raised above his head. The
second priest carries a wooden mace with Emperor Haile Selassie’s picture superimposed
on the Star of David. A Levite marches with a small baton which he places on his
forehead. A fourth Levite brings a large Ethiopian (Abyssinian) Cross. The fifth and sixth
members in the processional bear the bells that they constantly ring throughout the
processional. The priest completes the processional as the seventh member. He holds in
his hands a small Abyssinian cross and the vessel containing frankincense and sage
which he uses to purify each worshipper. Once the priest and Levites return to the altar,
they present the instruments one-by-one before the Holy of Holies, gently bowing their
heads before the large picture of Halie Selassie on the altar. A menorah with burning
candles stands before this picture of Jah. The priest makes the invocation unto Emperor
Haile Selassie before the processional makes its way around the Holy of Holies three
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times. At each turn, they present the instruments before the Holy of Holies. A large
picture of Haile Selassie, neatly framed inside the Star of David, perches atop the wooden
frame draped in white and represents the Ark of the Covenant.
The above description of the Sunday service at Ba Beta Kristiyan Haile Selassie I
represents one of the most provocative examples of the use of images of Haile Selassie I
in a ritual event. The images of Selassie, especially those pictures placed within the Holy
of Holies and on the ritual instruments, not only represent the presence of the divine but
also help the worshipper to experience the divine presence. These images that appear
within the temple are the usual pictures of Selassie from newspapers and magazines.
However, for the worshippers, the pictures are not ordinary but divinized objects that
help them to visualize and experience God. Images in Rastafari, as with the
iconographies of religious traditions such as Hinduism and Buddhism, allow Rastas to
connect with Haile Selassie in an intensely personal way . 439 As priests and Levites
parade with each instrument bearing the image of Selassie, they ensure that each person
gathered for worship receives a closeup view of their God and savior. The spontaneous
shouts of “Jah Rastafari” or “His Majesty” are indicative of the somatic effects of visual
imagery within the Rastafari worship experience.

Conclusion
The many photographs of Haile Selassie I that circulated in the media, especially during
the period of the Coronation and the Second Italo-Abyssinian War, provided the material
evidence for Rastafari’s acceptance of Haile Selassie I as their God and King. According
to Rastas, the pictures are proof that Selassie is God in the flesh. But the pictures did not
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only provide material evidence of Selassie’s kingly and divine character but also became
source material in Rasta theological constructions of Haile Selassie. Rastas applied their
interpretation to the different photographs and, in many instances, reproduced the photos
in ways that resonate with the Rasta view of Selassie. By bearing the images in ritual
spaces and on their bodies, Rastas have immortalized Haile Selassie I as a black God and
black King whose mission is to liberate all his children exiled in Babylon.
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CHAPTER 5
THE INDWELLING JAH: CONCEPTUALIZING AND ENVESSELING THE
SPIRIT OF THE DIVINE

“Know ye not that ye are the temple of God,
and that the Spirit of God dwelleth in you?”
(1 Corinthians 3:15, KJV).
“Jah no dead!
Jah is alive!
Jah is ever-living in I-n-I
and everyone that have life.” 440
(Words from Rasta reasoning, 1975).
“For I n I is not just of flesh and blood
but of Irit of Rastafari which live within man.” 441
(Ras Izes Tafari)

Introduction
The transformation of Emperor Haile Selassie I, Jah Rastafari, from a bodily form to the
God who dwells within the bodies of Rastas is one of the most theologically sophisticated
developments in Rastafari. This theological development emerges out of the belief that
Jah is a living person and God in the flesh. At the same time, the Rastafari belief in the
indwelling spirit of Jah creates an explanatory framework that accounts for the death of
God, Emperor Haile Selassie I. This explanatory framework is a theodicy of resistance.
Unlike Peter Berger’s generalized suggestion that “theodicy represents an attempt to
make a pact with death,” Rastas negate the idea of death by anchoring themselves in the
divinity of Selassie as the living God and God in the flesh . 442 I propose that the Rastafari
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theological assertion that Jah resides within the body of each Rasta as an indwelling spirit
is the locus of their ontology and epistemology. The spirit is the indwelling presence and
omnipotent power of Jah that becomes divinely envesseled within the body of the Rasta.
Divine envesselment transforms the body of each Rasta into a vessel within which the
spirit of Jah dwells. By using the concept of divine envesselment as a theoretical
framework, I demonstrate that while Jah specially creates human beings, the body is a
vessel but not the only vessel for the indwelling of the spirit of Jah. Rastas believe that
Jah’s spirit is part of nature and is also present in many non-human objects. For example,
former Jamaican Prime Minister Michael Manley, in coopting Rastafari belief and
symbolism in his political campaign in 1972, brought back from Ethiopia a rod which he
claimed Emperor Haile Selassie had given to him. 443 Manley called this staff “the rod of
correction.” Many Rastas believed that the “rod of correction” had the spirit of Jah
infused in it. Leonard Barrett notes that many Rastas would kiss the rod and become
possessed by the spirit of Jah. 444
While Rastas tend to resist the belief in spirits, or at least resist developing an
ambivalent view of spirits, the interiorization of Jah inevitably leads to a reluctant return
to the Afro-Jamaican cosmologies in which spirits can dwell within an individual. Rastas,
of course, introduced significant philosophical modifications to the concept of spirits.
First, Jah becomes the spirit in Rastafari cosmology. Even though Rastas say that Jah is a
spirit, they maintain that spirit is not an apparition or some invisible entity. For Rastas,
the spirit does not exist outside of the body. Therefore, in talking about Jah as spirits,
Rastas restrict any notion of spirit to the in flesh reality; that is, God as a living man. As
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Ras Iyah V emphasized during my discussion with him, the idea of Jah as a spirit cannot
exist outside of the manifestation of Jah in the flesh. 445
This chapter examines the process of divine envesselment, arguing that the I-andI construct in Rastafari provides the theoretical and theological basis for the emergence of
a view that Jah is the indwelling spirit within the body of the Rasta. In making this case
for divine envesselment – the process of the body becoming the vessel of Jah – I first
examine the Rastafari belief of Jah as a living man and the God in the flesh. Here I focus
on the manifestation of Jah in the flesh during his state visit to Jamaica in 1966 and the
miracle stories that followed to cement Selassie’s divinity for Rastas. I then look at the
Rastafari “theodicy of compensation” and consider how Rastas construct the divinity of
Selassie to deal with the problem of Selassie’s death. 446 After tracing the development
and interpretations of the I-and-I construct, I examine the academic discourse on spirit
possession in Rastafari and outline some of the conceptual differences between spirit
possession and divine envesselment. I end the chapter with a discussion of the Rasta body
as a site of divine envesselment.

Jah as a Living Man and God in the Flesh
Rastas believe that Jah is a living man and God in the flesh. According to Rastas, Jah
manifested in the flesh when Negus Tafari Makonnen ascended the Ethiopian throne as
Emperor Haile Selassie I on November 2, 1930. The coronation date became the starting
point of the Rastafari in Jamaica. Because Rastas believe that Jah is from the beginning
of time, they consider the coronation date as Jah revelation of himself to the world. I.
Selassie’s official visit to Jamaica on April 21, 1966, celebrated yearly by Rastas as
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Grounation Day, confirmed that he is the God in the flesh for the Jamaican Rastas, who
had previously only seen Selassie in photographs and artistic depictions. The numerous
pictures of Selassie that circulated widely in newspapers, magazines, and postcards
confirmed for Rastas the reality of the Black God, Christ, and King. These images of
Selassie are forms of envesselment, capturing the power and spirit of the divine. The
opportunity that many Rastas had to see Haile Selassie in the flesh during his visit to
Jamaica in 1966 renewed their resolve to make known the message of Rastafari to the
world. Their message was, in part, to call people out of Babylon (captivity) into freedom.
The freedom to which Rastas call of black people included an acknowledgment of Haile
Selassie as God and repatriation to Ethiopia/ Africa (motherland and Zion). Emperor
Haile Selassie I’s state visit to Jamaica symbolized the return of God and the fulfillment
of Rastas’ hope to see their God in the flesh.
As evidence of Haile Selassie’s divinity and power as the living God and God in
the flesh, Rastas often recount two miraculous acts that took place in 1966 when Selassie
landed at the Palisadoes Airport (now Norman Manley International Airport) in Kingston.
A third miracle story is Rita Marley’s claim to have seen stigmata in Selassie’s hands.
The first miraculous act was Jah’s display of power over nature. While there are several
versions of the story of Selassie stopping the rain, the version that I commonly hear in
Jamaica includes the appearance of the rainbow. 447 It was raining heavily on the day His
Majesty arrived in Jamaica to such an extent that the aircraft had difficulty landing. When
the aircraft finally landed, Emperor Selassie I emerged on the steps of the plane, the rain
ceased, and a rainbow appeared over his head. In the Rastafari understanding of the
event, for the rain to stop when Selassie stepped out of the plane was no coincidence but
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a sure sign of divinity. Rastafari scholar Douglas Mack was present for His Majesty’s
arrival and described the abating of the rain and the landing of the plane with biblical
allusion. According to Mack, “All eyes went shooting towards the sky, in an instant
another roar went out from the throng, as the distinct marking of the Ethiopians colors
became visible. There was no denying; this was “Jah” riding on the wings of the
wind.” 448
Erin MacLeod, in her book, Visions of Zion, briefly examines the reception
history of this miracle story and its retelling in Ethiopia. While Rastas in Jamaica tell the
story of His Majesty stopping the rain, many Ethiopians relate a story in which Selassie’s
presence allowed rain to pour after a long period of drought. 449 While MacLeod interprets
the differences between the Rastafari and Ethiopian versions of Selassie’s arrival in
Jamaica “as emblematic of conflicting narratives of Ethiopian identity,” the different
versions typify the nature of oral tradition, in which the stories retain a central theme, but
the surrounding details become redacted or embellished. 450 The central theme, in this
case, is that the miracle forms part of the Rastafari reception of Haile Selassie I as the
God in the flesh.
The second miracle story concerns the Rastafari elder and leader Brother Martimo
Planno. According to this miracle story, shared with me by Dawta Donna, a Rastawoman
from Clarendon, Mortimo Planno had a throat problem and could not talk on the day
when Selassie arrived in Jamaica. When Emperor Selassie saw the ecstatic crowd
awaiting his arrival at the airport, His Majesty pointed at Planno and asked him who are
these people with locks. Suddenly, Planno was able to speak again and responded, “we
are ready when you are ready to rule the world.” 451 The restoration of Planno’s voice, at
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least in this miracle story, came as a result of Planno seeing Jah in the flesh. For some
Rastas who believe in this story, it serves as another sign of Selassie’s divinity. Planno
was one of the three Rastafari delegates to the first official Rasta mission to Africa in
1961, along with Douglas Mack and Philmore Alvaranga. 452 Planno met Emperor Haile
Selassie, presented him with a knitted scarf with the Ethiopian colors as a gift, and
invited him to visit Jamaica, a meeting which Mack likens to the three wise men visiting
the King of Kings. 453 Planno was an influential figure within the Rastafari community.
Once the crowd at the airport became uncontrollable, the authorities asked Planno to help
restore order so that the planned activities could proceed. While there is no evidence that
an actual miracle occurred, many Rastas use the story to legitimate Selassie as the Christ
returned and God in the flesh. Each of these miracle stories is part of the broader
Rastafari claim that God is a living man.
Dawta Donna was the first person to share the story of Rita Marley (the wife of
Bob Marely) having seen nail prints in Selassie’s hands. While Dawta Donna believes in
the miracle experienced by Planno, she quickly dismissed Rita Marley’s claim as a
fictitious tale. The ease at which Dawta Donna dismissed the story comes from her view
that Rita was introducing “Jesus business” into the coming of His Majesty to Jamaica.
Rastas had already cast the entire state visit into a Christological framework, therefore,
the illusionary experiences of individuals seeing Selassie with Christ-like characteristics
or performing Christ-like activities is not surprising. William James’s analysis of
conversion as one of the “varieties of religious experience” suggests that conversion
results from prior subconscious or “subliminal” religious ideas entering the ordinary field
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of consciousness. 454 In other words, religious experiences emerge from latent thoughts,
and in this case, preconceived messianic ideas of Haile Selassie as the Christ returned.
Rita Marley describes the moment she became convicted of Selassie’s divinity in
her book, No Woman No Cry: My Life with Bob Marley:
I kept looking into the different cars and finally I saw him, this little man
in an army uniform with a military-looking hat. Rastas believe that when
you see your black king you will see your black God, and so when he was
almost close up to me I said to myself, is that the man they say is God?
They must be crazy. I didn’t believe, looking at him, I just didn’t believe.
Short little man in his army uniform. Quite simple. With one hand he was
waving side to side, and I thought, oh please God, could this be what I
read about? Show me if what they say about this man is true, show me a
sign so I can see, so I can put my faith somewhere, I need to hold on to
something. And just as I thought my prayer wasn’t working, Haile Selassie
turned in my direction and waved. There was something about the middle
of his palm that struck me – I saw a black print. And I said, oh my God,
the Bible says that when you see him you will know him by the nail prints
in his hand. Most people think I’m lying, but I’m not lying, it happened. I
don’t know if it’s mind over matter, but I was looking for something to
identify with. And there it was. 455
The biblical allusion in this description is evident. Marley presents herself as a type of
Thomas Didymus, who required a sign to confirm that Jesus was resurrected (John 20:2429). Rita Marley’s case, she went from doubt to conviction about the divinity of Haile
Selassie after she saw the “black print” in Selassie’s palm. I am not interested in whether
Rita Marley saw nail prints. My interest is in Rita Marley’s encounter as a religious
experience that confirmed for her the divinity of Selassie as the God in flesh. I take Rita
Marley’s experience at face value because many in Jamaica people embraced Rastafari
after undergoing similar religious experiences upon seeing Selassie in the flesh.
The Rastafari belief in Jah as a living man and God in the flesh is “a theodicy of
compensation” that anchors Rastafari identity within an alienating socio-political context
that continually seeks to invalidate their blackness. 456 Max Weber posits that the
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deprivileged does not only have a need for alleviation from their suffering, but an
expectation to receive just compensation. 457 The concept of Jah as a living man in the
here and now, as opposed to an otherworldly deity, sustained the compensatory
expectation that Jah would destroy the wicked and redeem the black race. Rastas often
contrast their assertion of Jah as a living man with the Christians worship a God that they
cannot see, but often imagine as a white. For them, the material reality (“flesh and
blood”) of Jah, his blackness, Africanness, and kingly character legitimate the Rastafari
religion. From November 2, 1930, when Selassie ascended the Ethiopian throne as King
of Kings and became the prophesized God in the flesh until news of his death on August
27, 1975, Rastas reference the earthly works of Selassie as evidence of his kingly and
divine existence. But as Weber theorized, any religion with a universal and transcended
God must account for the failures of God. 458 In the case of Rastafari, the death of Selassie
created a complex theological problem concerning Jah’s immortality and the need to
account for his death.

The Death of Haile Selassie and Rastafari Conceptualization of Divinity
Rastas often refuse to talk about death. The early Rastas believed that the true Rasta
could not die, and those who did must have sinned and strayed from the path of Jah. 459
Most Rastas today have come to terms with death and dying but prefer to use the word
“transition” as a circumlocution when confronted with the reality of death and dying. 460
For Rastas, transition is the movement or journey of a person from this life to the next.
The Rastafari idea of transition often ties to traditional African ideas about movement
between the world of the living and the world of the spirits. 461 Many enslaved Africans
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throughout the Americas believed that their souls would return to African upon death. 462
Similarly, many Rastas believe that the spirit of the person who has died returns to be
with their African ancestors. 463 There is no clearly articulated process of how the soul of
the dead journeys home in Rastafari thought. Nevertheless, in a theological sense, the
Rasta does not die because “God being Man and eternal, Man lives eternally, in the flesh
as well as the spirit.” 464 Because the spirit lives eternally, then physical absence is only a
transition for the Rasta. The bodily presence of Selassie that has been essential to the
Rastafari belief of God in the flesh came to the point of untenability when Selassie died,
however can Jah die? If Jah did not die but merely transitioned, where has he gone?
Less than 24 hours after news of Haile Selassie’s death reached Jamaica, an
editorial in the Daily Gleaner presented the possible emotional responses of Rastas. The
writer opined that “The death of Haile Selassie removes a world-figure of special
significance to Jamaica. Here, and here alone, the former Emperor was identified by
many with God – by many for whom his death must be a stunning blow or a manifest call
to total belief.” 465 The latent subtext in the writer’s characterization of how Rastas could
react is that the larger Jamaican society felt that Selassie’s death would lead to the
disintegration of Rastafari and finally put an end to the “Rasta problem.” The expectation
that Rastafari would disintegrate follows a common assumption among some thinkers
that the death of a charismatic leader or prophet is not only disruptive but fatal to the
charismatic movement. While many new religious movements splinter or completely
cease to exist after the death of the leader, some new religions grow and flourish because
the followers (laity) find innovative ways to keep the tradition alive. 466
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In the case of Rastafari, Selassie was not just a prophet, even though some Rasta
groups regarded him as such. For the majority of Rastas, he is God. Selassie’s death
meant the death of God. However, instead of demise, Rastafari experienced its most
considerable growth in the aftermath of Selassie’s dethronement and death. Leonard
Barrett identities the influence of Bob Marley and reggae music, the influence of politics
during Michael Manley’s tenure as prime minister (1972-1980 and 1989-1992), and the
gradual spread of Rastafari outside of Jamaica as the main factors in the growth of
Rastafari. 467 Like Barrett’s discussion of the growth of Rastafari, Ennis Edmonds’s
analysis of the “entrenchment” of Rastafari in Jamaica also highlights the social, political,
cultural factors that resulted in its growth. 468 While the social, political, and cultural
factors undoubtedly contributed to the growth and survival of Rastafari after the death of
Haile Selassie, Rastafari theological engagement with the news of Selassie’s death is also
an important factor in its stability and growth. More specifically, Rastafari’s construction
of a theology in which Jah transitioned from a physical person (Emperor Haile Selassie I)
to the Jah that dwelled in the body of the Rasta transformed the movement.
Over time, Rastas have engaged the theological and cognitive dissonance created
by Selassie’s dethronement and death in several ways. The most common approach is for
Rastas to reject outrightly the news that Jah is dead. Barrett recalls doing fieldwork in
Jamaica in the summer of 1975 when news of Haile Selassie’s arrest reached Jamaica.
Barrett mentions that many of the Rastas with whom he spoke were in disbelief: “The
news of Haile Selassie’s death sent the Rastafarians into deep meditation, but there was
no outward manifestation of sorrow. To the Rastafarians, death is not a factor. Death only
comes to the people of Babylon, who are already dead.” 469 In rejecting that Selassie has
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died, Rastas argue that talk of Selassie’s death is a Babylonian conspiracy designed to
upend Rastafari belief in the divinity and power of His Majesty. Every Rasta with whom
I reasoned and interacted during my fieldwork flatly rejected the idea that Haile Selassie I
is dead. For example, when I asked Ras Bobby about the death of Haile Selassie I, he
laughed, while expounding on what he calls the trick to put lie over truth:
Here di trick what dem use now. When dem find seh now dat Rastafari a
come prove certain things to dem, hear wah dem do. Dem seh Haile
Selassie sick ah in a wah hospital before dem come with eh and seh him
dead yuh nuh. For a wah church people setup. And England yuh nuh, and
Europe. And wah Rome set up yuh nuh with England and Europe. Seh
mek we tell dem dat Haile Selassie dead, seh Haile Selassie a man, and if
man can praise man fi God. So, Jesus a who weh dem a show di nation
and dat we wah fi know? A nuh wah man unu a show we pon picture and
in a book, wah white man! 470
For Ras Bobby, European powers, along with the church, conspired to trick the people by
saying that Haile Selassie I is dead. Such rumors of Selassie’s death intended to lead the
righteous from the path of truth to the falsehood of the white man’s religion. In Ras
Bobby’s view, Selassie had come to prove the falsehood of Babylon and set free all Jah’s
people held captive by Babylon. The type of rationalization seen in Ras Bobby’s response
is an attempt to resolve the cognitive dissonance that emerged from the shock of Jah
could die.
Similarly, one of Ernest Cashmore’s interlocutors reasoned that the spreading of
stories of Selassie’s death was a form of colonial suppression. 471 Like many Rastas, Ras
Bobby evades Selassie’s death by switching to the subject to the death of Jesus. But the
Rastafari comparison of Selassie’s death with Christian acceptance of the death of Jesus
ignores the centrality of the resurrection in the acceptance of Jesus’ death. Jesus died so
that he could redeem humanity in his death and resurrection, but most members of
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Rastafari reject the idea of death altogether. Therefore, the comparison does not hold.
Rastas negate the idea of death because Jah Rastafari cannot die. Rastas take Jah’s
immortality as a given, a “natural fact” as opposed to a theological construct that they
must prove. For many Rastas, the proof of Haile Selassie I’s eternal existence manifests
in the continuation of life in nature. As one Rasta informed Owens, “For as the sun, moon
and star endureth so shall I-n-I the sons of Jah endureth forever. So if Jah did depart this
life, no sun, moon and stars wouldn’t be there to even guide I-n-I along the way.” 472 This
Rasta’s reasoning implies that the death of Haile Selassie would mean the extinction of
all creation. Because the sun, moon, and stars remain in their place and continue to
function, then it is impossible to conclude that Jah is dead. From a scriptural perspective,
Rastas affirm that the heavens declare the glory of Jah (Psalm 19:1).
Moreover, several Rastas conclude that Selassie is not dead because they are not
dead. For example, in an interview with the Sunday Gleaner Ras Sydney rejected the idea
that Selassie is dead by stating: “We nuh have nutten to do wid dat. If Ras (Selassie) die,
I and I die also.” 473 Rastafari author John Moodie also declares that Haile Selassie
“conquered death and therefore has strength and power over death.” 474 In the Rastafari
conception of divinity, to be God means to live forever because immortality is the nature
of Jah.
In the absence of what Rastas determined to be definitive proof of Selassie’s
death in the immediate aftermath of the military coup in Ethiopia, Rastas developed other
explanations for Selassie’s apparent disappearance. In addition to the view that the
Western world concocted the story of Selassie’s death, for instance, Ernest Cashmore
notes two other responses to the news of Selassie’s death among the Rastafari community
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in England. Some Rastas there argue that Selassie took on another form. 475 Rastas often
talk about Selassie’s seventy-two names, seventy-two forms, and seventy-two languages
to establish his ability to take on new identifies. 476 One Rastaman explained to me that
that the seventy-two forms refers to how Selassie manifests and moves:
It is the way Selassie trod. It is his mystic form because him is a mystical
man. Him wear different different clothes like him militant clothes. One
minute him can deh a Sav [the principal town in Westmoreland parish in
Jamaica] and deh next minute somewhere else. Him have different
looks. 477
Although it is unclear what form Selassie took in 1975, the relationship between his trod
and his “seventy-two forms” alludes to Selassie’s supernatural powers, being present
anywhere he wishes without revealing his identity. Bob Marley’s response to questions
about Selassie’s death also hints at this idea of Selassie’s ability to take on different
forms: “Selassie I, you can check him so. Cause if him eighty-three today, tomorrow you
see him and he twenty-eight. And next morning him a baby, and today him a bird. Yeah
man! Jah Live!” 478 For Bob Marley, like my Rasta interlocutor, the obvious
disappearance of Selassie is not attributable to death but to Jah moving in and taking on
mystical forms.
Cashmore notes that a small number of Rastas accepted the death of Haile
Selassie I as a fact. While these Rastas accepted the death of Selassie, they maintained
that Jah did not die. In this interpretation, Haile Selassie was only one manifestation of
Jah. 479 Although the belief that Selassie was the exteriorization of the divine is not
widespread, there is a tendency among some Rastas to distinguish between Jah as God
Almighty and Haile Selassie I as Jah’s representative. Janet Decosmo observes that some
of her Rasta interlocutors in Brazil differentiated between the person of Selassie and Jah

220

and that they also considered Selassie’s death as God putting Selassie to rest until an
appointed time when he shall return to take his kingdom. 480 The distinction between Jah
and Selassie results from tensions within Rastafari on how to conceptualize the divinity
of Haile Selassie. The root of this tension is the clash of two theological systems –
Christianity and Rastafari. Because of Rastas’ reliance upon Christian theological
paradigms, texts, and nomenclature, Rastafari inadvertently imported some of the
theological complexities from centuries of Christian doctrinal disputes. For example, the
concept of divine sonship used in some Rastafari communities suggests that Haile
Selassie is both Jah and the Son of Jah or, in some cases, simply the Son of Jah. The
theology of divine sonship is a Christian construct with divergent and incoherent
meanings that Rastas inherited. The problem for Rastas is their lack of systematic
theology to resolve some of the inherited incongruencies embedded in Christian theology.
The divergent views among Rastas on the nature and degree of Selassie’s divinity and
relationship to other divine figures in the Rastafari cosmology, such as Empress Menen,
and Prince Emmanuel, come from the acephalous religious structure, and the Christian
theological formulations, which the early Rastas felt no need to address.
Some members of the Twelve Tribes, one of the main branches of Rastafari,
consider Haile Selassie to be the Comforter or Holy Spirit who has come to prepare the
righteous for the rapture. In contrast, others see Selassie as Christ returned. 481 The
Boboshanti mansion places the divinity of Selassie within a trinitarian framework of
Prophet, Priest, and King. In this hierarchy, Marcus Garvey is the prophet, founder Prince
Emmanuel is priest, and Haile Selassie I is king. But Prince Emmanuel also becomes
Jesus, a divine figure, while Selassie becomes the Almighty. Garvey takes on the role of
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John the Baptist. Prince Emmanuel, in his Black Supremacy, describes Haile Selassie as
Father of Creation and as God but also to refers to another divine being who is higher
than Haile Selassie. 482
Similar theological tensions emerge in the teachings of the Church of Haile
Selassie I. The Church believes that Haile Selassie I is God, yet they declare him to be
the “elect of God and the hidden pre-existen[t] Son of Jah.” 483 In one of the handouts
used during Rastalogy classes, Abbot Abdia states “That is why we must understand that
God is not a metaphysical being but he is [the] Man who is the same God which ruled the
earth and its inhabitants.” 484 The emphasis on “God as Man” establishes the basis for
Haile Selassie to become the divine who is worshipped by Rastas. According to this
Rastalogy, God is a special title for Haile Selassie I because he is the supreme ruler. 485
Despite the Church’s attempt to make clear the nature of Selassie’s divinity, the idea that
the Godhead “transfigured to Haile Selassie” still maintains a philosophical framework in
which Haile Selassie became God when God chose to express himself through Selassie as
the chosen vessel.
The Church of Haile Selassie I’s doctrine of the trinity posits that “The Eternal
and Unchangeable God has been revealed in the person of His Imperial Majesty Emperor
Haile Selassie I as the embodiment of the Trinity with Tafari, Rastafari, as the co-eternal
existing in the realm of the trinity.” 486 The Church presents Selassie as the triune God. As
the full embodiment of the Trinity, each part of Haile Selassie’s name represents the
divine. But the language of the doctrinal formulation suggests that the person of Haile
Selassie was only the physical form in which God expressed himself, thus opening the
possibility to interpret God as a separate being from Selassie. If God only expressed
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himself in Selassie, then God could express himself in other individuals. The death of
Selassie, as some Rastas rationalized, is not the same as the death of Jah because Haile
Selassie was the vessel through which Jah manifested himself to humanity.
Another dimension to the acceptance of Selassie’s death based on a distinction
between Jah and Selassie is the belief that divine spirit or power lives perpetually within
all things. Some Rastas turn to aspects of Egyptian spirituality to express how the spirit
endures after the physical body perishes. Ras Iyah V expounds on this point when asked
to explain the death of Selassie:
But in reality, what are the proofs of His Majesty’s death. And even if His
Majesty had died, would that take away anything from who His Majesty is
or was? If you look at the whole Egyptian history and the value of the
kings, right. If you look at--- you hear about Amun, you hear about AmenRa, right? You hear about Tutankhamen. All of these were considered to
be God-beings yet physically they passed away. But there is nothing you
can take away from these individuals because they were God-beings. So,
whether his majesty had passed on and to I and I there is no proof of his
majesty physical passing. 487
Iyah V denies that Selassie is dead. However, in his reasoning of what would be the
implication of Selassie’s death, he turns to Egyptian heroes and Gods who became
immortalized. Iyah V’s turn to Egyptian cosmology to lend support to his argument is not
surprising. Many Rastas revere what they call the “mystical texts” such as, The Egyptian
Book of the Dead (The Papyrus of Ani). I also observe that Rastas have a general interest
and acceptance of esoteric Christian texts like the Gospel of Thomas and the Aquarian
Gospel of Jesus Christ.
In Iyah V’s counterfactual argument, he notes that in Egyptian cosmology, the
Kings and Gods transcended the destruction of their mortal bodies because their spirits
continued to live. He rationalizes that if the physical bodies of other Gods could perish
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and still they remained Gods in the eyes of their followers, then Selassie’s passing should
not be a problem. Iyah V further contends that Selassie’s death would not undo the great
works that he has performed. As explained earlier, Rastas partly derive their
understanding of the divinity of Selassie from his performance as a political leader and
monarch. However, the legacy of Selassie’s leadership without his physical presence
makes Selassie like any other iconic leader. Selassie’s death is more problematic for
Rastafari than the death of pharaohs and Egyptian gods because, in Rastafari
metaphysics, Jah is a living man. For Rastas, Jah remains a living God because he
became envesseled as the spirit that dwells within the body of the Rasta.

I-and-I: The Epistemological of Divine Envesselment
The various explanations of the nature of Jah and how to conceptualize Selassie’s
divinity as the living God inevitably force Rastas to contend with Jah as Spirit and the
interiorization of Jah within the body of each Rasta. The interiorization of Jah means that
the body of each Rasta becomes a vessel for the indwelling of Jah. This envesselment of
Jah allows for Rastas to reaffirm Jah as the God in flesh and the living God because the
body of the Rasta now becomes the site of Jah’s manifestation. To fully explain the
concept of the Rasta body as the vessel of Jah, I will first outline the Rastafari concept of
the I-and-I as the epistemological foundation for understanding divine envesselment.
Divine envesselment is the process of interiorization in which Jah becomes the
indwelling spirit and power within the body of the Rasta.
The I-and-I construct in Rastafari provides the epistemological foundation for
understanding the full transition of Emperor Haile Selassie I as Jah in the flesh to Jah as
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the indwelling presence and eternal spirit within the body of the Rasta. I use the term full
transition because many Rastas have spoken about Jah as a spirit residing within them,
bringing conviction and empowerment long before the death of Haile Selassie. The
visible absence of Jah, Emperor Haile Selassie I, makes the I-and-I a significant
formulation in understanding the relationship between God and humans as well as the
nature of Jah as an indwelling spirit. The concept of the I-and-I is dynamic and
multidimensional. Scholars have analyzed the idea of the I-and-I linguistically,
philosophically, and theologically. 488 The relationship between Jah and the individual
Rasta forms the basis of the I-and-I. This relationship between Jah Rastafari and each
Rasta encapsulates the oneness of the divine and human. Because of the ontological
linkage between Jah and each Rasta, as captured in the I-and-I relationship, Rastas
become divine. The I-and-I captures the source of Rastafari existence and harmony with
Jah, self, others, and the world.
On the linguistic level, the I-and-I is part of Rasta talk or Dread talk. More
specifically, the I-and-I word belongs to a subset of Dread talk known as I-language. The
construction of I-language entails the replacement of the first letter or initial syllable in a
word with the vowel, “I.” 489 For example, universal becomes I-niversal, divine becomes
I-vine, and unity becomes I-nity. In Dread talk, Rastas modify words in the Jamaican
language (Jamaican Creole or Patwa) to bring them into conformity with the Rastafari
philosophy of Word-Sound-Power. John Pulis describes Word-Sound-Power as “a
linguistic construct that expresses local ideas concerning identity, agency, and the power
or political efficacy of language, speech, and communication.” 490 Rasta words are not
just performative on the linguistic level but deal directly with the spirit of an individual.
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Rastas channel the power of Jah through the intentional use of words, an act that they call
Word-Sound-Power. Because Rastas believe that language must be “up-full” or
empowering, I-and-I in the Rastafari pronominal usage is the first-person plural. Instead
of saying “we” Rastas prefer to say I-and-I because “we,” indicates subservience.
Some interpreters suggest that the language of the I-and-I is the majestic plural
(royal we). 491 The majestic plural refers to the use of a plural form in reference to a single
person or entity. Majestic plurals often appear in royal decrees where a monarch refers to
herself or himself as “we” or “us.” The use of the majesty plural is also seen in the
Hebrew Bible and Qur’an with a single deity speaking self-referentially (Genesis 1:26;
Qur’an 15.85). The emergence of an interpretation of the I-and-I as the majestic plural
conforms to Obiagele Lake’s argument that Rastas constructed their language based on
the divinity of Emperor Haile Selassie I. 492 Rastas use of royal titles such as Queen,
Queen Mother, Empress, King, and Kingman to refer to each other is a clear example of
encoding royalism linguistically.
Velma Pollard observes that I-and-I is also the first-person singular (I) and the
pronominal form (me). 493 Some critics misinterpret the singular use as nonsensical selftalk. Some people considered Rastas to be manic because of their constant reference to
themselves as I-and-I. During a recent performance Afrikin arts festival, Rastafari dub
poet Mutabaruka clarifies this aspect of Rasta talk by explaining to the audience that:
There was a time in Jamaica when you say I-and-I people say, you never
gah a school what kind of foolish dat? A whole heap of people still doh
understand when the Rasta say I-and-I what him really intend to show
you. Because we go to school and we know seh I is first person and you is
second person. Di Rasta say I nuh see no you because I is di I. So is I and
I. Is two first person. We no in a second. Is not because we just want to be
stupid and smoke ganja and gwan like we a idiot. But there is a philosophy
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in I-and-I that is decided by the concepts that we hold fast to in Rastafari.
So, when we say I-and-I all we a say is that is one. Because I is one. 494
In Mutabaruka’s clarification of what to some people is a linguistic conundrum, if not
outright foolishness, he emphasizes the prominence of oneness symbolized by Rasta talk.
Rastas understand the rules of English grammar but choose to operate outside of the
linguistic containment because, for them, their language focuses on the singular and not
plural. But what seems to be self-talk is a communicative pattern in which Rastas invoke
divinity in the use of I-and-I.
Mutabaruka’s exposition of the I-and-I highlights this relationship between
language and philosophy in Rastafari, particularly, the relationship between language and
ontology and epistemology. The concept of the I-and-I is about a harmonious
relationship. In the first instance, it is the relationship between Jah and each Rasta. The
first “I” in the I-and-I formulation is Jah Rastafari, the source of life and eternal
existence. The second “I” refers to the self, the individual Rasta. Therefore, with the use
of I-and-I, the Rasta is communicating that Jah is with her or him. The presence of Jah
encapsulated in the I-and-I is indicative of the ontological transformation that Rastas
undergo when she or he joins the spiritual community. Paget Henry explains that “I
represents the new identity that emerges from participation in the divinity of Haile
Selassie.” 495 The degree to which Rastas claim to participate in the divinity of Haile
Selassie goes beyond them being spiritual people or the children of Jah. Rastas become
the envesselment of Jah because their bodies are now vessels (temples) of the spirit of
Jah. For the Rasta, the presence of Jah residing within the body means that each Rasta
becomes divine. Noel Erskine echoes this point by outlining that “the mystical
relationship between Rasta and Jah is so consuming and embracing that Rastas take on
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the form of Jah.” 496 The dialectical relationship between Jah and each Rasta makes
possible the divine transformation of the Rasta.
Henry briefly turns to the philosopher and theologian Søren Kierkegaard to
further argue that the Rastafari relation of self to God is an ontological structure of the
self. 497 Henry makes the case that Rastas have been able to affirm a “primordial self”
grounded in “self-God relation” despite socio-negating forces. 498 Henry’s use of
Kierkegaard is insightful because it highlights the dialectic construction of the I-and-I in
terms of the conception of Rastafari identity as an outgrowth of a relationship with Jah.
Kierkegaard’s ultimate construction of the self as a relationship that is dependent on God
resonates with the I-and-I since Rastas conceive their divine existence based on their
relationship with Haile Selassie. Kierkegaard argues that “the self cannot of itself attain
and remain in equilibrium and rest by itself, but only by relating itself to that Power
which constituted the whole relation.”
Similarly, Rastas rely upon Jah for perfect balance, harmony, and oneness. But as
Henry asserts, the Rastafari affirmation of self “removes the Kierkegaardian dread and
brings existential peace.” 499 Here Henry seems to be thinking about Kierkegaard’s
introduction of despair in the relay of relationships constituting the self. The Rastaman
and Rastawoman are not like Kierkegaard’s despairer who becomes entangled in a
disrelationship that leads to doubt, faithlessness, and death. The existential peace that
Henry mentions comes from the Rastas’ inviolable assurance in the power of Jah and the
eternal presence of Jah within them. Both the power and presence of Jah within the Rasta
result in an ontological transformation of the self.
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Dennis Forsythe’s examination of the “mystical revelations” in Rastafari helps to
clarify further the ontological dimension of the I-and-I concept and its utility in
theorizing divine envesselment in Rastafari, that is the process of Jah becoming spirit that
dwells within the body of the Rasta. Using a Freudian psychoanalytic perspective, even
though he does not mention Freud at all in his book, Forsythe contends that:
I and I simply refers to me and my God – one “I” is the little I and the
other the Big I. The little I, or me, refers to the lower self of man, to his
body and its ego, that part of him which is born and will die. It is this little
I which experiences desires, ambitions, misery, happiness, performs
actions and fears death. It is the outer garment of the Big I, an instrument
by which the Big I manifests itself on the material plane. 500
Forsythe correctly identifies one of the I’s (“little I) as the representation of the human in
the dialectical relationship of Jah and Jah people but unwarrantedly describes it as the
lower self. The description of the human component of the I-and-I as the lower self (body
and its ego) reveals an uneasiness about the human body. Perhaps the anxiety comes from
the body as the source of sensuality and as such subject to transgression. The debasement
of the body in any form within Rastafari is untenable because the body is equally
important in creating a relationship with Jah. After all, Jah lives within the flesh.
The other component of the relationship (“the Big I”), according to Forsythe, is
“the ever-living, immortal or “true” self that was never born and can never die. It is the
spirit of divinity and holiness residing in the depth of each.” 501 Jah is the spirit of divinity
within each person. Forsythe presents an idea of divinity in which Jah is a separate being
from Haile Selassie I. 502 This interpretation of Jah reflects a form of subordinationism in
which Selassie is the Son of Jah, but not Jah himself. However, the overwhelming
consensus among Rastas and scholars of Rastafari is that Haile Selassie I is God (Jah).
The spirit of Jah that lives within the body of the Rasta is the spirit of Haile Selassie.
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Notwithstanding Forsythe’s characterization of the self as a component of the Iand-I relationship and his ambivalence in acknowledging that for Rastas Emperor Haile
Selassie is Jah, he does provide an insightful view of the emergence of a unified
personality created by the integration of self into the nature of Jah. According to
Forsythe, the unified personality is what Kwame Nkrumah and Edward Blyden called the
African personality and what he calls the “African I.” 503 Unfortunately, Forsythe does not
fully elaborate on his use of Blyden’s concept of the African personality. I deduce from
Forsythe’s discussion that the rebirth of the individual through the mystical union (I-andI) of Jah and humans produces an African-grounded person who has come to the
realization of the true self. The knowing of self in relation to Jah is a spiritual and raceconscious awakening.
Rastas understand themselves to be African people and black people. Because
Rastas experience the I-and-I bodily – that is, Jah spiritually dwelling in and joining
himself in the physical body of the Rasta – the formulation of the I-and-I resides within
the construction and experience of race. The articulation of Jah as a spirit does not strip
Jah of his identity: black and African. The mystical union then is the dwelling of a black
God within black bodies. The indwelling of a black God in the body of the Rasta is not
completely exclusive though, for Jah can dwell within the bodies of people who are not
of African ancestry. The current position across most of the Rastafari mansions is that
anyone can become a Rasta. Although Rastas identify the white man as the greatest
oppressor of black people, white people could become vessels of Jah if they accept the
teachings and ways of Rastafari. Rastafari differs from the Nation of Islam and the Black
Hebrews in this regard. 504 Erskine argues that the biblical and Christian elements
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“hijacked” by Rastafari make it impossible for Rastas to advance an exclusive view of
Jah’s liberation. 505 Erskine’s focus on the biblical and Christian elements in Rastafari,
however, does not adequately account for the racial inclusivity that many people observe
among Rastas. These same elements have led to some Christian groups to develop a
position of racial exclusivity and engage in the practice of racial oppression.
Black redemption in Rastafari emerged as a particular response to racial and
colonial oppression. The Rastafari view from its very beginning was to elevate black
people from what Franz Fanon calls the zone of nonbeing, to a dignified position
grounded in the power and majesty of Jah. 506 Even the radical discourse of black
supremacy in Rastafari aims to redeem black people to their rightful place as human
beings. In Rastafari thought, the elevation of black people does not mean the subjugation
of white people. Because of the history of white oppression, many Rastas are skeptical of
white people and prefer to keep them at a distance. This skepticism sometimes results in
racial insults like those experienced by white anthropologist John Homiak when he
conducted fieldwork among the Nyahbinghi. 507 At the same time, many Rastas accept all
people regardless of race. Joseph Owens recalls that despite his social location as a white
male, many of the Rastas that he encountered during his research in Jamaica would
frequently ask if he was a Rasta. Whenever he answered in the affirmative, “the
interrogator would smile broadly and exclaim “Praise Jah!” 508 Owens concludes that the
universalist character of Rastafari comes from the view that everyone is already a Rasta
deep inside. 509
The relationship between Jah and the Rasta, within the constitution of the I-and-I,
is in large part epistemological. It involves the acquisition, production, and legitimation
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of knowledge. The I-and-I construct highlights the relationship between language and
epistemology. The I-words of Rastafari encapsulate hidden knowledge. This knowledge
is divine and not merely esoteric or mystical, it is a knowledge that flows from Jah to the
Rasta. The presence of Jah within the body of the Rasta means that knowledge also
resides within the body. As Rashi declares to William Lewis when asked about the source
of his power: “I-n-I live naturally in the fullness of divinity, don’t have to go to school.
Truth is in the heart.” 510 The body of the Rasta, because of the presence of Jah within, is
thus a vessel of knowledge. The Rasta alone as the vessel and the interpreter of truth can
bring forth this knowledge. The Rasta body is not a text that one can read to know the
truth of Jah. Knowing as opposed to believing comes from the indwelling of Jah within
the body of the Rasta. Rastas distinguish between knowing and believing on the basis that
knowing is “an active spiritual awakening while believing is a passive acceptance of
things.” 511 Put differently, knowing deals with the reality as defined by Rastas (such as
about Jah and black liberation) but believing deals with make-believe (such as white
Jesus and heaven in the sky). The distinction between knowing and believing is an
important feature of Rastafari epistemology because knowledge is relational and already
residing within the Rasta body. Adrian McFarlane, based on his discussion with his Rasta
interlocutor Ras Michael, concludes that “Knowledge therefore is predicated on the being
of Jah, which is extended into the consciousness of Rastafari.” 512
Owens and McFarlane both suggest that the relational aspect of Rastafari
epistemology formulated in the I-and-I is an expression of the Johannine theology of
incarnation in which the Word (logos) became flesh (John 1:14). 513 Haile Selassie I
becomes the eternal logos made flesh. In this regard, the language of the incarnation is
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appropriate because it captures the in the flesh reality of Haile Selassie I as the living
God. Incarnation suggests the divine is transformed into human fleshliness (Greek: sarx).
For the Rastas who believe that Jah existed before Selassie but manifested in the person
of Selassie, the incarnation helps to explain the process of Jah becoming flesh. However,
incarnation does not capture the process of the Haile Selassie I’s becoming the spirit that
dwells within the body of the Rasta. As I mentioned earlier in the chapter, envesselment
is a more appropriate word to capture the process of Jah’s dwelling within the body of the
Rasta because the body functions as a vessel of the divine. Embodiment limits the
dwelling of Jah to the body. Although my focus here is primarily on the body,
envesselment brings into focus the fact that the manifestation of Jah’s spirit and power is
not limited to the human body. Using the Johannine theology of the Word, it is the
coming of Jah into the flesh of human beings that brings about the oneness. The oneness
that the spirit of Jah creates within the body of the Rasta brings knowledge and truth.
Within Rastafari epistemology, the I-and-I formulation means that each Rasta, as
a vessel of truth, is an authority unto herself and himself. Each Rasta is a creator and
validator of knowledge, truth-claims, and facts. Ernest Cashmore refers to the localization
of authority to the individual Rasta as epistemological individualism. 514 The challenge
posed by each Rasta operating as an independent producer of knowledge is the
proliferation of conflicting truths without any easy way to determine whose truth is
correct. Reasoning sessions sometimes function as an avenue to arbitrate the multiple
truth-claims that each participant makes. Reasoning is a ceremony in which Rastas sit
together, participate in the ritual smoking of marijuana, and philosophize about a wide
range of subjects. While the spirit of Jah gives each Rasta the authority to make claims,
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and the other participants respect and acknowledge such claims, the cooperative nature of
the session leads to consensus.
Reasoning can take a less formal nature in which divergent facts are left
unresolved. These unresolved claims are seldom about well-established facts that can be
verified by historical sources such as the date of the Battle of Adwa. Instead, the
divergent views arise from discussions about matters that are more philosophical. Some
Rastafari groups have historically maintained an authoritarian structure that undermines
the localization of epistemological authority to each member of the community. For
example, in the Church of Haile Selassie I, the formalized teaching of the Church
becomes the yardstick for all epistemological claims. When Prince Emmanuel was alive,
he had the final authority on all questions regarding doctrine, polity, and membership
within the Ethiopian African Black International Congress or the Bobo Shanti mansion.
Most Rastas own the production of their truth because this knowledge comes from the
divine within and not of self. The I-and-I relationship provides the conceptual and
relational grounding for the process of generating knowledge. Knowledge production is a
spiritual process in which the spirit of Jah guides each Rasta into knowing all truth.

Divine Envesselment and Spirit Possession
Any theorization of Jah as an indwelling spirit within the body of the Rasta raises
questions about the conceptual similarity between envesselment and spirit possession.
Divine envesselment, though it shares some conceptual similarities, is not the same as
spirit possession. Spirit possession means that an external force (spirit) takes control of
the body. The entrance of the spirit into the body results in the displacement of the
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individual’s consciousness and loss of control. The dwelling of Jah within the Rasta body
does not lead to a loss of individuality and consciousness. Jah’s spirit brings clarity,
harmony, and power to the Rasta. While the Jah guides the path of the Rasta, the Rasta
remains fully aware of how the spirit of Jah leads.
A look at how spirit possession occurs further distinguishes it from the notion of
divine envesselment. First, spirit possession occurs when the devotee or practitioner
enters the trance-like state by invoking the spirits to enter his or her body. In religious
practices such as Kumina, Revival, and Vodou, practitioners invoke the spirits to enter
the body through rituals. The second way in which spirit possession occurs is by the
unwelcome entrance of evil spirits into the body of an individual. The setting of duppies
(evil spirits) on an unsuspecting individual is an example of unwanted possession, which
is usually interpreted as demonic possession. The latter case fits I.M. Lewis’ explanation
of peripheral possession in which spirit possession is essentially an attack. 515 In both
cases of spirit possession, it is believed that an invisible being enters the body of the
person and takes possession. Spirit possession is characteristically a state of altered
consciousness. 516
The altered state of consciousness that many scholars agree to be a characteristic
of spirit possession, is not the same as the i-ritical (spiritual) awakening that comes from
the mystical union Jah and the individual Rasta, whereas spirit possession is a temporary
state. In the case of Rastafari, Jah is always present within the body of the Rasta. Because
the Rastas believe that their bodies are the temple of Jah, they do not need to invoke Jah’s
presence through rituals. Jah’s presence and power result from the externalizations of an
inner reality. While the Rasta body is not immune to the attack from malevolent spirits, a
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few Rastas hesitantly shared with me their encounters with evil spirits. Rastas try very
hard to distance themselves from Revivalism, Kumina, and other Afro-Jamaica religions,
but the distance between Rastafari and its Revival ancestry is not a clean break.
The following encounter with a Rastawoman in Irwin highlights the conflict that
many Rastas often have in upholding the “purity” of Rastafari livity while at the same
time negotiating the “superstitions” of the Afro-Jamaican spiritual complex.
Late Saturday evening, I learned through a Facebook post that the Rastafari Indigenous
Village in Irvine, Montego Bay hosts a monthly cultural festival called Irits. The
Rastafari Indigenous Village brands and markets itself as a tourist attraction. The festival
attracts Rastas and non-Rastas. While Rastafari culture is a primary focus of the festival,
Irits also celebrates other aspects of Jamaican culture. I traveled for about one and a half
hours by public transportation from my home in Little London to Montego Bay on
the Sunday evening of the event. When I finally got to the location, a gentleman
instructed me that I needed to walk along the dirt path towards the stream and walk
across the water to get to the village. While receiving instructions from the gentleman, I
met an older Rastawoman. One of the organizers for the event saw her selling clothes and
jewelry along the beach in Montego Bay and invited her to attend the event. She had a
large traveling bag on her shoulder and several items in her hand. She asked me to help
her carry the bag. I happily obliged. I took the opportunity to talk to her about my
research and my interest in attending the festival. The Rastawoman told me that she had
never heard about this event until one of the Rasta brethren saw her selling along the
beach and told her to “mek a trod.” It was a friendly conversation.
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When we reached the steam, and it was time for her to cross, she asked me to put
my feet in the water and let her know if it was too cold because she has a foot problem.
Without my asking her any question, she revealed to me the origin of her foot problem
and how the other vendors in the craft market in Montego Bay tried to kill her by setting
evil spirits on her. According to her, because of jealously, “dem set evil on me. Me nice
SUV crashed with me because evil cause me foot to swell up big and all me a step on the
brake the van wouldn’t stop. But Selassie I save me.” I held her hand and helped her
across the shallow stream. Her revelation shocked me. My working theory was that
Rastas do not believe in such things as Obeah.
As we climbed the hill to the entrance of Rasta village, she described how she
became a famous seller in the craft market. However, because of the covetousness of the
other vendor, she had come under attack from evil spirits, numerous times but has
remained steadfast in her economic pursuits because she is a child of Jah. We arrived at
the entrance of the village together. I paid my entrance fee but had to wait on her to
return her bags. She did not know about a cost to enter and argued with the other
Rastawoman collecting the money. A few minutes later, with wide grin (presumably she
won the argument about not paying an entrance fee), she entered the village and began to
set up her display of items for sale.
It is easy to dismiss this woman’s account or call into question her fidelity as a
Rastawoman. She identifies as Rasta by her belief in the divinity of His Imperial Majesty
Emperor Haile Selassie I and her display of locks. Based on the interactions I observed
throughout the festival, she seems to be known to the Rastafari community. Her cultural
frame of reference in dealing with Obeah and evil spirits places her firmly within the
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Afro-Jamaican religious complex. The attacks by the evil spirit are forms of peripheral
spirit possession, the uninvited entrance of evil. But in the view of this Rastawoman, she
overcame evil with good.
A Rastaman in Little London told me a similar story of being turned “worthless”
by evil. Before the jealous people set evil spirits to attack him, he was a musician and
member of a well-known reggae band. He proudly tells the story of his world-touring
days and presents his passport with stamps from immigration in Japan and Germany to
back up his story. While preparing for a tour, he suffered severe burns from a fire
explosion. He told me that he was hospitalized for many weeks with serious burn.
According to him, while in hospital, Jah revealed to him the cause of his misfortune.
Because he was out doing Jah’s work in spreading the message of Jah Rastafari, evil
people tried to stop him with Obeah.
While these personal tales of attack by evil spirits through the practice of Obeah
abound, Rastas do not usually talk about the encounters as spirit possession, nor do they
refer to the indwelling of Jah as spirit possession. Rastas tend to disregard the presence of
spirits and practices of Obeah. However, the tendency to dismiss spirit and spirit
practices is often a kneejerk reaction to distance Rastafari from the broader religious
culture in Jamaica. At least one interlocutor admitted to me that even while a Rasta, this
person visited an obeahman to have the evil spirit reversed. My Rastafari interlocutor
believed fully in the indwelling spirit of Selassie and the power of Jah but still saw it
necessary to know why a relative attempted to do harm by using evil spirits.
The conduct of Rastas within the ritual space tends to reflect spirit possession.
The resemblance to spirit possession is the residual effects of Revivalism on the origins
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of Rastafari. Barry Chevannes states that he observed signs similar to that of spirit
possession among Rastas during one of his earliest encounters with the movement in
1969. 517 The signs included ecstatic shouting and convulsions. As I mentioned earlier,
Leonard Barrett recalls that some Rastas became possessed by the spirit of Jah after
touching the rod of correction that Michael Manley claimed to have brought back from
Ethiopia. 518 Encounters of spirit possession or at least like spirit possession within
Rastafari that Chevannes and Barrett describe are uncommon within Rastafari today,
however, I cautiously use the word uncommon because I am leaving room for the
possibility that some Rastafari groups may have resurrected or preserved this element of
Revivalism. I have observed Nyahbinghi ceremonies where participants become ecstatic
– dancing and shouting ises (praises) to Jah. The repetitious beating of drums, chanting,
and marijuana-smoking can induce behavior similar to that of spirit possession; however,
ecstatic dancing and shouting are not incontrovertible evidence of spirit possession.
In accounting for the limited manifestation of spirit possession in Rastafari,
Dianne Stewart suggests that mysticism replaced divination and spirit possession as
Rastafari became routinized in Jamaican society. 519 Stewart identifies the indwelling of
Jah in each Rasta as an anthropological reinterpretation of spirit possession. Similarly,
Jeanne Christensen posits that Rastas sidestep the ancestral spirits and spirit possession
by focusing on Haile Selassie as the singular embodied spirit. 520 My argument on divine
envesselment follows a similar line of reasoning. The spirit of Jah that dwells within the
body of the Rasta, though not spirit possession in the typical sense, means that Rastas
have not nullified a conception of the spirit. Whereas spirits in other African and Africanderived religions manifest in euphoria, the spirit within the bodies of Rastas manifests in
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contemplative reasoning, protest, and lionheartedness. The engagement with the spirit as
Jah envesseled in the body rescues Jah from death while protecting the Rasta from the
corrupting influences of Babylon.
Because Rastas do not approach spirit and spirit possession in the same way as
Revivalism and other Afro-Jamaican religions, some scholars conclude that there is no
concept of the spirit in Rastafari. Noel Erskine argues further that the lack of engagement
with the spirit in Rastafari is the reason for the perpetuation of the patriarchal structure of
the movement:
It is quite clear that the Rastas’ focus on Haile Selassie as Christ-returned
has not left any room for engagement of the spirit. This focus rather than
engagement with African cosmology – which would of necessity forced
them to deal with the spirit world – allows Rastas to keep intact their
patriarchal worldview. 521
For Erskine, the lack of engagement with the spirit is the reason for male dominance in
Rastafari. Erskine’s argument assumes that the spirit is a feminizing force that can
counteract the patriarchal posture of Rastafari. To justify this point, Erskine compares the
number of women leaders in Revivalism and Rastafari. He argues that the large number
of women leaders in Revivalism, as opposed to Rastafari, is a result of dependence on the
spirit.
While I agree that Rastafari is a male-dominated religious space, I do not accept
Erskine’s argument that the lack of engagement with spirit in Rastafari leaves its
patriarchal structure intact. The discourse on the spirit leading to an undoing of
patriarchal structures is misleading. In the case of Revivalism, the membership continues
to comprise of mostly women. Women are part of the leadership, but males have always
been dominant in the leadership of the various segments of Revival. A review of the
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history of Revivalism in Jamaica shows that most bands (Revival groups) formed around
a male leader with a large following of women. Alexander Bedward’s Revival movement
is a historical example of the dominant male charismatic figure with a large female
following. A discussion of patriarchy requires an analysis of how power works and who
actually has power to shape the religion. In other words, the participation of women does
not necessarily mean the absence of a patriarchal structure. Furthermore, if the
unpredictable movement of the spirit in Revivalism challenges the patriarchal norms, as
Erskine argues, then the permanent envesselment of Jah in the bodies of Rastawomen and
Rastamen provides the philosophical basis for the dismantling of Rastafari patriarchal
structures. The male-domination in Rastafari, especially in the early years of the
movement in Jamaica, reflected the broader structures of patriarchal Jamaican society.
In an article that appears in the edited volume Ethics that Matters: African,
Caribbean, and African American Sources, Erskine slightly modifies his earlier position
that a lack of engagement with the spirit is the reason for women’s subordination in
Rastafari. Erskine’s revised argument identifies Rastas’ focus on Christology instead of
the Spirit and their selective preoccupation with the Bible as the reasons for the
subordination of the Rastawoman. 522 My take is that Rastafari’s reliance on the Bible has
played a more significant role in the construction of the patriarchal boundaries in the
movement as opposed to the lack of engagement with the spirit. Even with Erskine’s
addition of other factors for the maintenance of patriarchal dominance in Rastafari, his
idea of “women’s openness and availability of women to the Spirit” in Revivalism
continues to perpetuate a steeply masculinist interpretation of women’s emotional
susceptibility. 523 Erskine, like John Mbiti and so many other scholars of Africana
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religions, observes that women are more likely to be possessed by the spirit than men. 524
The problem with the construction of Erskine’s argument on spirit possession is that the
emotive experience of spirit possession makes the Revivalism a welcoming space for
women, but reasoning (philosophical discourse) in Rastafari maintains a patriarchal
structure.
Recent developments in gender relations within Rastafari and the increasingly
active role of women in the movement suggest that patriarchal structures can be
dismantled without a feminization of the spirit. In chapter six, I will elaborate on
Rastawomen’s reclamation of agency through a focus on the I-and-I, Empress Menen,
and interpretations of the teachings and actions of Emperor Haile Selassie I. The
envesselment of the spirit of Jah involves both men and women. The spirit of Jah equally
dwells within the Rastaman and the Rastawoman once they have accepted Jah. As will be
argued in the next chapter, the gendered nature of livity and some of the seemingly sexist
thoughts and conduct in Rastafari generally evade the philosophy of the I-and-I and the
process of the divine envesselment, which establish a gender-inclusive and liberatory
basis for Rastafari.

The Rasta Body, The Vessel of Jah
In 1 Corinthians 6, the Apostle Paul cautions his audience about protecting the body
against sexual immorality because the body is God’s dwelling place or temple (Greek:
naós). Rastas attribute to Haile Selassie I the following words: “The temple of the Most
High begins with the human body which houses our life, essence of our existence.”
Paul’s injunction to the Corinthians and the thoughts about spirituality that Rastas
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attribute to Selassie frame the Rastafari view of the body. Rastas embrace the body
because it is the dwelling place of Jah. The embrace of the body in Rastafari relates to the
life-affirming nature of the movement. Rastas understand life as a bodily experience. The
body of the Rasta becomes a vessel for Jah.
The Rastafari focus on the body as the vessel in which Jah dwells reclaims the
importance of the body within the Afro-Jamaican religious field. Erskine is correct in
arguing that Rastas have come to own their bodies in a way that the black Jamaican
population has never felt empowered to do. 525 Afro-Jamaican Christian discourse has
mainly presented a bleak view of the body. Unlike the Rastas’ positive image of the
body, Afro-Jamaican Christians often view the body as an object of shame and sin.
Centuries of Christian teachings about disciplining the body as well as the actual
subjugation of the body during slavery and colonization are responsible for the lingering
generally negative view of the body in Jamaica. Christian theology of the original sin
presents the human body as un unworthy vessel that must be redeemed and cleansed from
sin for the Holy Spirit to enter. Paul’s warning to the church in 1 Corinthians 6 to not sin
against and within their bodies is symptomatic of the negative view that, if left untamed,
the body is susceptible to corrupting influences. While Rastas cite the Apostle Paul on the
body as the temple of God, they avoid any idea of debasing the body. The Pauline
warnings about the body (1 Corinthians 6-7; Colossians 3; Ephesians 5) are reflective of
some of the anxieties about the body in Greek and Greco-Roman philosophy. The
constant disciplining of the body in early Christianity through ascetic practices such as
fasting, celibacy, and avoidance of meat underscores the deeply historical and still
widespread Christian fear of the sinful body.
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Rastas do cultivate a livity (ritualized lifestyle and ethics) that often involves
some of these ascetic practices. However, the reason for the cultivation of livity is not to
keep in check a body prone to sin but to maintain the naturality of the vessel in which Jah
dwells. The spiritual care of the body in Rastafari is not derived from any perspective of a
sinful body in need of subjugation but a holy vessel to be maintained. The centrality of
the body in Rastafari as a vessel of Jah resists the body-mind or body-soul dualisms of
traditional Western philosophy by emphasizing ontological unity. The emphasis on the
unity of being, as noted by Ama Mazama, is the fundamental African philosophical
principle. 526
The mortification of black bodies during slavery and colonization in Jamaica
further entrenched a negative view of the body in the minds of Afro-Jamaicans. Slavery
subjected the body to severe violence and degradation. The slave master’s infliction of
pain on the African body, whether as punishment or cruel entertainment, impressed upon
the enslaved Africans that their bodies belonged to the slave owner. Most enslaved
Africans lost agency and autonomy over their bodies because captivity left little room for
the assertion of self. The loss of agency and autonomy correlates with the negative view
of the body. The sexualization and sexual exploitation of black bodies, especially the
bodies of black women, have contributed to the stigmatization of the body as something
shameful. The slaveowners and the colonial state unjustifiably depicted the bodies of
black women as particularly sensuous and their conduct as promiscuous. Carolyn
Cooper’s work on Jamaican oral culture demonstrates how ideas of vulgarity, lewdness
(“slackness”) and the transgressive have been used to define and denigrate black women
since the colonial period. In Noises in the Blood, Cooper cites, “Me Know No Law, Me
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Know No Sin,” an eighteenth-century Jamaican song that characterized the enslaved
black woman as sexually loose and vulgar: “Altho’ a slave me is born and bred/My skin
is black, not yellow:/ I often sold my maiden head/ To many a handsome fellow.” 527
Cooper comments that the song reduces the woman to the function of a mere sex object.
The reduction to a sex object, in Cooper’s view, signifies “both the dehumanisation of the
black person and the disempowerment of woman in a slave society.” 528 As depicted in
the eighteenth-century song and evident throughout the history of Jamaica, many people
bought into the idea that punishment is an appropriate corrective for vulgarity and
transgressive conduct.
Vulgarity and slackness stand in contrast to Rastafari livity. While different
Rastafari groups enact body taboos and require positive conduct, Rastas do not assume
that black bodies are inherently sinful and morally lose. Divine envesselment, made
possible through the I-and-I, allows for Rastas to resist a culture that devalues blackness.
Because Rastas know that Jah dwells within them, they decry any form of internalized
denigration of blackness. Rastawoman and reggae singer Queen Ifrica’s “Black Woman”
lyrics capture the Rastafari call to embrace one’s body. Queen Ifrica speaks specifically
to black women, encouraging them to claim their divine identity as mothers of creation.
The positive image of the emerges from the Rastafari belief that Jah dwells in the flesh.

Conclusion
The transformation of Jah to the spirit dwelling within the body of the Rasta preserves the
Rastafari belief in Jah as a living man and God in the flesh. The belief in the spirit of Jah
dwelling within the body of the Rasta provides an explanatory framework that accounts
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for the death of Emperor of Haile Selassie I. The explanatory framework is not a pact
with death but a negation of it. In negating the idea of death, Rastas reframe the
conception of Haile Selassie’s divinity. While the reframing of the divinity of Selassie
entails tensions and contradictions, Rastas anchor themselves in the immortality of Jah
and his indwelling presence. The I-and-I construct provides the philosophical basis for
the Rastafari belief that Jah can remain a living God while residing within the body of
each Rasta. It is through the I-and-I that Rastas achieve oneness with Jah and thereby
becomes divine. Rastas positively present the body as a vessel of Jah. The presentation of
the body as a vessel of Jah redeems the worth and dignity of the black body.
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CHAPTER 6
LIVITY: RITUALIZING THE POWER AND PRESENCE OF JAH

“The spirit is the Omnipotent power of that dwells within.” 529
(Ras Iyah V)
“The sage has spoken.
The Patriarch and Matriarch have spoken.
The Immortal, Invisible dwells in all flesh.” 530
(Flako Tafari)
“As the Lioness protecting our home front,
We acknowledge HIM and HER as our guard and shield
And so rise up as Women of Strength,
The Divine Balance within this Livity.”531
(Empress Jumana Omari, “Woman of Strength”)
Introduction
Throughout this chapter, I argue that livity in Rastafari is the ritualization of the divine
power emanating from the presence of Jah within the body of each Rasta as the
permanently envesseled spirit. Whereas the I-and-I construct discussed in the previous
chapter provides the epistemological framework for understanding divine envesselment,
livity is the most explicit expression of Jah’s spirit and power within the body. The
contours of Rastafari livity are not only instances of ritualized enactments but are
ritualizing elements to the extent that they set apart the Rasta as holy within an otherwise
profane social environment, Babylon. In making a case for interpreting Rastafari livity as
the expression and enactment of divine envesselment, that is, as Jah’s dwelling within the
body, I engage Catherine Bell’s theory of ritualization as “a strategic way of acting” that
distinguishes itself from other ways of acting. 532 More specifically, I find Bell’s emphasis
253

on ritualization as an implicit act of producing a ritualized body through a “dialectical
relationship” of body and a social environment that is both “structured and structuring” to
be a useful thinking tool for exploring the day-to-day implications of divine
envesselment. 533 Bell outlines ritualization as:
a way of acting that is designed and orchestrated to distinguish and
privilege what is being done in comparison to other, usually more
quotidian, activities. As such, ritualization is a matter of various culturally
specific strategies for setting some activities off from others, for creating
and privileging a qualitative distinction between the ‘sacred’ and the
‘profane,’ and for ascribing such distinctions to realities thought to
transcend the powers of human actors. 534
The marking of boundaries as part of ritualization invites us to think about ritual as
socially situated, culturally specific, and part of social activities in general. Ritualization
produces the distinctions seen in oppositional categories, such as sacred and profane or in
the case of Rastafari, Rasta livity versus Babylonian conduct.
The emergence of categorizes and distinctions results from the fact that
ritualization is “first and foremost a strategy for the construction of certain types of power
relationships effective within particular social organizations.” 535 Bell further argues that
distinctions, as seen in binary oppositions, often result in hierarchization, where the ritual
act is set apart from and dominate other acts. 536 Here, Bell draws upon Pierre Bourdieu’s
theory of practice to further explain how, why, and under what conditions these
distinctions emerge. 537 She notes that in Bourdieu’s notion of practice consists of “a
dialectical relationship between a structured environment…and the structured
dispositions engendered in people which lead them to reproduce the environment even in
a transmuted form.” 538
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Bell’s focus on ritualization as a strategy for the construction of “relationships of
power” provides a compelling framework for my analysis of the gendered dynamics of
livity. 539 While Bell’s formulation of ritualization as practice focuses on how ritualized
activities work by virtue of what they are, I anchor ritualization within the concept of
divine envesselment. This welding of ritualization, divine envesselment, and livity allows
for an analysis of the social implications of the Rastafari reality of Jah within the body.
Rastas are social actors and not merely objects on which the power of Jah acts. With this
focus on livity as the ritualization of the power and presence of Jah within the body, it
will become clear that the theological conception of an indwelling Jah is itself a strategic
way of acting that produces various relations of power, such as, differentiation,
hierarchization, and domination. Through livity, Rastas transform their beliefs and
practices, for which they had been ridiculed by society, into various forms of capital.
This chapter first examines the contours of Rastafari livity, arguing that it is the
ritualization of divine envesselment and, ultimately, an enactment of power. It then
focuses on the construction and performance of gender as a specific type of ritualization
in which Rastas form and negotiated various types of power relations within the Rastafari
community. Finally, I examine how some Rastawomen are engaging notions of gender
and patriarchy by anchoring their Rastafari identity in the belief that the spirit of Jah lives
within the body of each Rasta and gives power equally to both women and men.

What is Livity?
The most popular usage of the word livity suggests that it is the Rastafari “way of life.”
Defining livity as a way of life, however, fails to capture the multifaceted and dynamic
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nature of the concept, which encapsulates the Rastafari worldview, culture, spirituality,
the concept of self, ethics, and modes of resistance. Rastas form the word livity by adding
the suffix “-ity” (denotes quality or state) to the word live. The English language’s rules
of suffixation require that the adjective live be taken as the root word forming the noun
livity. 540 However, the Rastafari construction of the term does not conform to standard
language conventions. The literal meaning, the state or quality of living, would make
little sense to most Rastas. “To live” seems to be the root word to which Rastas have
applied their linguistic creativity when conceptualizing livity. Ultimately, livity is how
Rastas position themselves in relation to the world and Jah.
In his interpretive sociological account of Rastafari ethics, Jack Johnson-Hill
identifies livity as one of the principal elements of Rastafari social ethics, which he
deems to be “a shared system of value meaning.” 541 As a principle of Rastafari social
ethics, Johnson-Hill offers that “the concept of livity represents a new integrating ethos in
which one’s actions are expressive of one’s essential nature as an I-n-I as opposed to the
ethos associated with radial individualism and domination of the environment which was
taught by colonial authorities.” 542 Johnson-Hill is correct to identify Rastafari livity to be
a reflection of the I-and-I. However, because he limits the I-and-I to just the harmony
between humans and the natural environment, without regard for the unity of the Rasta
and Jah, livity becomes stripped of its religious meaning. Livity does not only express the
power of Jah, but it is also rooted in the knowledge that Jah dwells within the human
body. Following Johnson-Hill’s interpretation of livity as part of the formation of self,
Leslie James recently makes a case for livity as the “ground of Rastafari subjectivity.”
James captures the many nuances of livity by exploring it as “the radical affirmation of
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self,” that is, “a revolutionary consciousness” in the face of identity negating forces. 543
For James, Rastafari livity combats the domination of black people.
Rastas often associate the word trod with livity in order to emphasize this
situatedness of the Rasta within Babylon. It is through livity that Rastas can be in
Babylon but not of Babylon, mainly because their livity is the outgrowth of the eternal
presence of Jah. Lawrence Bamikole’s application of livity as a dimension of identity
indicates that livity has both narrow and broad interpretations. 544 According to Bamikole,
“the narrow interpretation relates to “I-tal” – the norms relating to diet – whereas the
broad interpretation, according to some Rastafari scholars, suggests a way of life, an ideal
way of conducting oneself.” 545 The examples that Bamikole uses imply that the narrow
interpretation of livity focuses on the most visible elements of the Rastafari lifestyle,
whereas a broader interpretation would be about the ideological orientation of Rastas. As
John Homiak notes, Rastafari livity encompasses ideas and practices that orient Rastas to
Jah Rastafari and Zion. 546 My own interpretation of livity underscores that it
encompasses the ethos, ethics, and expression of the power that comes from the
envesseled spirit of Jah within the body. This explanation of Rastafari livity focuses on
both the cognitive (belief and ideology) and performative dimensions (diet, dress,
discourse) of livity.

Contours of Rastafari Livity
Black Redemption and Repatriation
Rastas see themselves and the world through the lens of black redemption and
repatriation. 547 The twin concepts anchor Rastafari ethos in terms of how Rastas see the
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world and the mental processes that allow for their view of the world to emerge. I do not
subscribe to the Geertzian approach of making a hard distinction between ethos and
worldview in which the former represents the “evaluative elements” (aesthetics and
moral) of culture while the latter represents the “cognitive, existential aspects.” 548 The
distinction between the evaluative (ethos) and the cognitive (worldview) aspects of
culture is tenuous because both are conceptual frameworks that allow for meaningmaking.
Black redemption deals with the restoration of black people from the enduring
impact of colonial and neocolonial oppression. It means the reclamation of African
identity for African people exiled and colonized in the Americas. Through the lens of
black redemption, Rastas not only claim Haile Selassie to be their king but also their
God. Rasta livity, therefore, becomes purposeful existence because it is grounded in the
blackness of Jah and the guidance that Jah graciously gives. Homiak concludes that:
The practice of livity, then, is not only central to the African Ethiopian
identity of the Rastafari but also constitutes the essence of the redemptive
processes by which Rastafari – individually and collectively – seek to
know and praise the Creator, do his will, and seek his guidance and
protection. 549
Rastas’ ability to know Haile Selassie I as their black God and king and themselves as
Africans exiled abroad lies at the heart of black redemption. The fullness of livity
emerges from this perspective of black redemption – knowing God and knowing oneself.
On the epistemological level, Rastas present black redemption as the liberation of
one’s mind from the shackles of “mental slavery.” Black redemption is the unshackling
of the mind from the colonial condition that traps black people in a perpetual state of
subservience to colonial and neocolonial downpression. By emphasizing epistemological
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liberation as part of black redemption, Rastas align their philosophy with a fundamental
principle of Garveyism. Marcus Garvey taught that to liberate Africa, black people
needed to be fully prepared. For example, in his opening speech at the Third Annual
International Convention of the Negro Peoples of the World held in New York in 1922,
Garvey proclaimed:
To free Africa, we must first free ourselves mentally, spiritually, and
politically. So long as we remain the religious slaves of another race, so
long as we remain educationally the slaves of another race, so long as we
remain politically the slaves of another race, so long shall other men
trample upon us and call us an inferior people. 550
Notwithstanding the gendered language in Garvey’s writings and speeches, his
philosophy of liberation implores black people to no longer be dependent on other races,
but to develop their intellectual capacity independently. Some Rastas extrapolate
Garvey’s notion of mental liberation to mean a complete disengagement for formal
education. They contend that Babylon uses the school system to brainwash the youth by
not teaching them their African heritage and history. For Rastas, the lack of knowledge of
one’s own history impedes the goal of black redemption. Walter Rodney in The
Groundings with My Brothers acknowledges and echoes the Rastafari contention with the
epistemological status quo by arguing that while white imperialism places Africans in an
invidious position to prove their humanity, the use of historical knowledge must be
geared towards black liberation. 551 Hence, Rastas regularly engage in reading and
reasoning about African, especially Ethiopian, history, and the dignity of African people
before slavery and colonization.
Repatriation as a component of Rastafari outlook is the physical, psychological,
and spiritual return to Zion. Rastas dichotomize the world into two polar spheres.
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Zion/Ethiopia/Africa stands as the symbol of righteousness, peace, and the fulfillment of
black repatriational aspirations. Rastas affirm that “Zion is their homeland.” Monique
Bedasse notes that “Zion allows them [Rastas] to be in a diasporic space of exile, without
being of that space, while also naming the place to which they hope to return.” 552
Ethiopia is Zion, or the Rastas’ heaven on earth, the desired place to which the true
African must return. While Ethiopia remains the ideal place to which Rastas seek to be
repatriated, they also regard the continent of Africa generally as their homeland.
In contrast to Zion, Babylon represents everything evil, unnatural, and corrupt.
Babylon represents the place of exile and the Rastas’ exilic condition. For Rastas, the
Western world, its institutions, and practices represent Babylon. Rastas consider the
Western world to be Babylon because it is responsible for the enslavement and
exploitation of African people. The constant misleading of black people from the way of
Jah not only makes the church complicit in Babylonian conduct but a central part of
Babylon. Dennis Forsythe outlines the psychological dimension of Babylon thus:
The Rastafarian imagery of Babylon is the first-person gut-level
experiences of alienation and frustration under slavery, colonization and
their legacies. It is not an imposed concept, but one that has grown out of
the gut feelings and experiences of “soul on ice,” and of dismembered
beings. 553
This accurately captures the feeling of alienation experienced many Rastas. Using the
words of Psalm 137, Rastas chant their feeling of exile:
By the Rivers of Babylon
There we sat down
And there we wept when we remember Zion.
For the wicked carried us away captivity
Required from us a song
How can we sing the Kin Alpha’s song in a strange land?
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Like the Judeans carried led into exile by the Babylonians beginning in 597 BCE, Rastas
see the words of the Psalm as a reminder of displacement and loss.
The dichotomization of the world into Zion and Babylon means that Rastas must
“step out of Babylon.” Stepping out of Babylon is a relinquishment of Babylon and a full
embrace of and journey towards Zion. Stepping out of Babylon is part of the African
repatriational ethos discussed in Chapter 2. The repatriational ethos extends to the first
Africans taken captive from their homeland, those who embraced death instead of
enslavement, and those who fled through maroonage. 554 Reparational ethos means that a
desire to return home directs the Rastafari livity. Since the earliest days of the Rastafari,
Rastas have attempted to go back to Africa. 555 D.A. Dunkley argues that despite the
accusations against Leonard Howell during the trial in 1933 that he seditiously urged the
people to return to Africa, Howell did not consider physical repatriation as necessary to
achieve black redemption. Instead, Howell’s focus was on the level of psychological
repatriation. 556 The desire to flee Babylon physically remains with many Rastas.
In early 2017, members of the Ethiopian African Black International Congress
gathered at The Gleaner’s office on North Street to decry their condition of
“shelterlessness” in Jamaica and seek public attention to their exilic condition. In an
interview with The Star, Empress Miriam proclaims, “We are calling on the
[government] right now to see to it that I and I return to our heavenly home.” 557 Ethiopia
is the heavenly homeland for Empress Miriam, and like her fellow Bobo Shanti brothers
and sisters, the return to Ethiopia is not only psychological but physical.
I have observed a similar desire for physical repatriation in one of my
interlocutors in Jamaica. During my first conversation with Cush I, a young Rastaman, he
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shared with me his longing to leave Jamaica for Ethiopia or anywhere on the African
continent. Cush I owns a small wooden shop just off Barnett Street. Among the items
displayed in the shop are buttons with the pictures of Haile Selassie and Empress Menen,
books on Africa and Rastafari, locally made slippers, and woolen caps made with Rasta
colors. I visited the shop because I needed to procure some badges with Haile Selassie’s
image in preparation for the upcoming Nyahbinghi event. Cush I and I started to chat
about Africa because he noticed that I was wearing an African-designed shirt. I told him
that I bought the shirt while I was in Nigeria. His face lit up. He was genuinely surprised
and pleased that I had visited the motherland. With glee in his eyes, he expressed his wish
to “touch down in a Africa. Any part a Africa, me no care once me reach.” We spoke
about Ghana’s declaration of the Year of Return, visa restrictions, and the financial cost.
Cush I told me that he is trying to save to make the trip to Africa but that it is difficult to
do so while hustling. However, once he has enough money, he wants to return home. He
also expressed disappointment in the Rastafari Reggae artists who have the economic
resources but make little effort to help members of the Rastafari community repatriate.
The repatriational ethos directs Cush I’s approach to work and daily life. The constant
need to step out of Babylon gives him purpose and direction in his trod (everyday living
and spiritual journey) in Babylon.

The Ethical Dimension of Livity
Additionally, Rastafari livity extends to ethics and ethical conduct. Ethics concern
morality and the principles of right and wrong. The Rasta’s relationship with Jah anchors
Rastafari livity as ethics. As Ariella Werden-Greenfield states, “Livity is the system of
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right living in accordance with one’s essential divine state.” 558 Rastas create their
discourse on morality based on the teachings of Haile Selassie and his presence within
the body of each Rasta. Yasus Afari’s definition of livity reflects the moral dimension:
“Therefore, the Livity (life) of the RASTAFARIAN is essentially a re-definition of
culture along moral perspectives.” 559 This aspect of culture includes the unassailable
understanding that everyone should treat each other with dignity, truth, and justice.
Rastas consider equal rights, truth, and justice to be the cornerstone of “International
Morality.” 560
At the 89th Coronation Anniversary Celebration of Emperor Haile Selassie I and
Empress Menen Asfaw organized by the I-niversal Development of Ras Tafari (IDOR),
Inc. and hosted by the Ethiopian Embassy in Washington, D.C., 561 the IDOR leadership
shared with the attendees a small booklet titled, “Haile Selassie I Teachings for Life &
Liviti.” The booklet contains a section that outlines Haile Selassie’s view on what Rastas
accept as International Morality. One of the quotations from Selassie listed in the booklet
states:
Since all [humans] are born free and equal, invested by [Haile Selassie I]
with inalienable human dignity, it is only right and proper that the spirit of
human brotherhood should reign supreme among all people who inhabit
this planet, that differences of race, tribe, language, pigmentation, religion
or sex should not be made instruments of discrimination between man and
man for all [humans] are equal before the law of creation. 562
The focus on universal acceptance and equal standing of all people before the law of
creation extends the principles of Rastafari ethics to non-Rastafarians. Rastafari
formulation of ethics is universal in the sense that the fundamental tenets of equal rights
and justice apply to everyone. The ethical formulation is deontological because equal
rights and justice require action. Rastas, therefore, denounce injustices in all forms.
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Several Rastafari Reggae singers incorporate these tenets of International Morality in
their music. 563 For example, in his song “Equal Rights” released in 1977 as part of the
album by the same name, Peter Tosh tells the world, “I don’t want no peace/ I need equal
rights and justice.” 564 In Tosh’s song, the cry for equal rights and justice transforms
International Morality into lyrics of protest against colonialism and apartheid. 565
A reparatory framework underlines Rastafari ethics. The reparatory framework
within the ethical dimensions of livity endows each Rasta with a moral responsibility to
restore the relationship between self and Jah, particularly if the Rasta might have
transgressed divine oneness. In this sense, reparation is a form of communal healing in
which broken relationships become restored. The restoration of relationship extends into
the principle of International Morality whereby justice necessitates compensation for
harm done. In terms of political action, Rastas seek reparations from colonial
governments for their subjection of African people to centuries of enslavement,
brutalization, displacement, etc. Rastafari’s specific demand for reparations includes
monetary compensation from the British and Jamaican governments. Rastas demand
reparations from Britain for slavery and colonization. They demand reparations from the
Jamaican Government for persecuting Rastas, especially during the Coral Gardens
incident in 1963. 566 Although the Andrew Holness-led government issued an official
statement of apology in 2017 and established a J$12.7 million (approximately
US$99,000) Trust Fund to help victims of the Coral Gardens incident, several Rastas
believe that the financial compensation is still inadequate. 567 Some Rastas want
reparations for the incarceration of Rastas on charges of marijuana possession, especially
now that the Government of Jamaica has decriminalized marijuana and established the
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medical marijuana industry. The demand for reparations relates to black redemption and
repatriation. For Rastas, reparations provide money for their repatriation, which is
something of a tumultuous blessing.
In defining livity, Ennis Edmonds states that “The principles of Rastafarian
lifestyle called ‘livity’ encode a commitment to live organically and harmoniously with
the environment, which is infused with Jah’s power.” 568 Edmond’s definition shows that
livity engenders an ecological consciousness and care for creation because the power of
Jah extends to the natural world. Because Jah’s power is displayed in nature as well as
within the body of the Rasta, Rastas share a special connection with creation. Rastas
develop their earth ethics based on the harmony of Jah, humans, and nature, affirming
that Jah is Mother and Father of Creation, with earth being the loving mother that the
resources for human beings to sustain their lives, and in return, they must care for the
earth.
Dawta Donna provides insight into the Rastafari consciousness of creation. On the
morning after the Nyahbinghi celebration, I sat on an old tree trunk in the yard with a few
Rastamen. In the dry early morning breeze, which carried the aroma of porridge from the
kitchen, the Rastas and I talked about Ethiopia, Haile Selassie I, and my dissertation.
Soon, Dawta Donna joined us. The conversation turned to what Dawta Donna calls
cosmic power and the need for people to respect nature. In her reasoning, she noted that
people should give thanks to the trees for the food that they provide, and if people had to
eat meat, they must apologize to the animal before they kill it. Thankfulness for the
nature’s bounty is part of the ethic of care for the environment.
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Lionheartedness: Living the Power of Jah
I now turn to Rastafari livity as an expression and enactment of Jah power. Rastafari
power comes from the spirit of Jah dwelling within the body. This aspect of livity is the
visible display of power and the activities that ritualize it. I focus on ital living (i-tal or
ityal), the ritual use of marijuana, and the wearing of dreadlocks as examples of Rastafari
enactment of power. Although each of these examples signifies Rastafari symbolic power
and symbolic resistance to Babylon, the identity of the “true” Rasta comes from the
indwelling spirit of Jah. The external depiction of livity is a demonstration of this
indwelling power, but not all markers of Rastafari identity are proof of the really real.
How does one know a true Rasta? Sheila Kitzinger proposes that the possession
of “art” distinguishes the real Rasta from those who profess to be Rastas. Kitzinger
defines art as “the inherent ability to know the things of God, to see through the apparent
to the real, to discern between the false and true, and to communicate this knowledge.” 569
Similarly, Leonard Barrett argues that the identity of the true Rasta is not manifested in
hairdo and outward appearance, but in the belief that Haile Selassie is God and in the
worship given to Selassie. 570 In response to my question as to know a true Rasta,
Jahbulani confirms both Kitzinger’s and Barrett’s views that outward appearance alone is
inadequate, noting that I can identify a true Rasta by just talking with the individual and
“if him a real Rasta you will feel it in your spirit.” 571 In one sense, this response is nonspecific. It is left up to the observer to feel the positive energy or spirit emanating from
the individuals who call themselves Rasta.
The process of determining the true Rasta becomes subjective, but it pushes the
observer beyond the external identifiers such as wearing of locks or Rastafari colors to
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consider more deeply the iritical (spiritual) dimension of livity. In “feeling out” the spirit
of the person to determine their true character, Rastafari borrows from the broader AfroJamaican folk culture, in which people depend on whether their “spirit tek” someone to
confirm that they are genuine or mal-intent. The final authentication, according to
Jahbulani, comes from the sense of inspiration and empowerment that the true Rasta
provides. With this cautionary tale in mind, I proceed to analyze Rastas’ ritualization of
power.
Scholars often use the framework of lionheartedness to characterize Rastas’
expression and enactment of power. Lionheartedness symbolizes the courage, boldness,
and strength of the Rasta in confronting Babylon. The physical manifestation of Rastafari
livity deploys the power that comes from the indwelling Jah to oppose Babylon. The lion
and lioness imagery is an appropriate symbolism of Rasta’s courage to live in resistance
to Babylon. The significance of the lion imagery for Rastas comes from Emperor Haile
Selassie I’s use of the title “Conquering Lion of Judah.” The lion represents Emperor
Haile Selassie as “the Power and Seal of the Authority” while the lioness represents
Empress Menen, the Mother of Creation. 572 Forsythe traces “lionism” in Rastafari
thought to the depiction of God as a Lion in Jewish scriptures (Jeremiah 50:44; Hosea
13:7). 573 Forsythe also locates the lion symbol in African folk culture, where it
symbolizes manhood. 574 The imagery of the lioness, as the symbol of feminine courage
and power, balances, and complements the lion symbolism. Rastas reflect the lion
imagery in their conduct and appearance. The Rastafari history of resistance and clashes
with the colonial and postcolonial state demonstrates such lionesque courage to face
oppression.
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Interestingly, the lion imagery contrasts with the Anancy and Quashie images in
Afro-Jamaican folklore. Anancy (Anansi or Bredda Nancy) is the West African trickster
spirit who became entrenched in Afro-Jamaica folk culture. His origin is among the
Ashanti people of West Africa. In Jamaica, Anancy represents the cunning person who
tries to outsmart his enemies without confrontation, depending on deceit to remain alive.
While Jamaicans regard Anancy as a folk hero, Rastas disrupt the celebration of Anancy
and Anancyism with the lion as the ideal symbol of resistance. Rastas also disrupt the
Quashie image with their lionheartedness. Horace Campbell indicates that while the
Quashie trait was a weapon of survival during slavery, it represents docility. 575 Michael
Craton argues for the reclamation of Quashie from a negative portrayal. In his
assessment, like Anancy, Quashie is a hero because of his public display of subservience
facilitated resistance. 576 Per Craton’s assessment, Quashie’s behavior conforms to James
Scott’s concept of hidden transcript in which the oppressed executes a covert strategy of
resistance that involves using established social conventions and ideals to the advantage
of the oppressor. 577 I concur with Craton that Quashie’s behavior constitutes a polite
resistance; however, for Rastas today, the time of dancing deceptively with Babylon has
long past.

Ital
Livity thus requires clear lines of demarcation between Rastafari and Babylon.
The embrace of ital as an expression and enactment of livity is one such line. Ital relates
to food preparation and diet. It is the preparation and consumption of food without meat,

268

salt, or powdered seasoning. During my visit to the Rastafari Indigenous Village in
Montego Bay, Jamaica, I noticed a sign on the kitchen counter which describes ital as:
a way of preparing food without meat, salt or anything that is processed,
unless you process it yourself. Ital is not just health food; it is love food
because there is no killing to have your meal. 578
Rastas cite Genesis 1:29 to support their embrace of ital. Fruits, grains, nuts, vegetables,
and ground provisions, such as yams and dasheen that are grown without the use of
artificial fertilizers, are some of the basic ital foods. Ital foods are often prepared as onepot meals, such as stews and soups. While Rastas generally embrace vegan and
vegetarian diets, several Rastas consume fish, eggs, and chicken. Yet, some Rastas who
eat meat often acknowledge that it is not an ideal practice and that they only do it
occasionally. Nevertheless, Rastas generally believe that because their bodies are divine
vessels, the foods they consume must enhance and reflect their divinity. During my
reasoning with Ras Iyah V, he referenced the diet of the Egyptian gods and other gods as
consisting of fruits and vegetables. Accordingly, fruits, grains, nuts, and vegetables are
“god foods” in the sense that they promote the spiritual connection with Jah.
The ritual preparation and consumption of food are everyday experiences in many
Afro-Caribbean religions, 579 and Rastafari is no exception. Rastafari food preparation and
consumption require the use of products and instruments that neither contaminate nor
harm the body. In the earlier years of the movement, most Rastas only prepared their
meals in clay pots. They did not use aluminum or iron pots because they considered them
to be contaminated. Likewise, they opted to eat and drink from containers made from the
calabash (Crescentia cujete) or coconut shell. Some Rastas still prefer to avoid Babylon’s
utensils (silverware). However, I have recently observed some Rastas, especially in the
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United States, using glass cookware to prepare their meals. The turn to healthier options,
rather than using only ritually prescribed items, is largely the result of geographic
location, the availability of natural alternatives, and the embrace of technological
innovations. In other words, it is easier to purchase a glass pot in the United States than to
obtain a handmade clay pot. A part of the concern for ritual purity in the preparation and
consumption of food is the way that food is grown. Rastas prefer to grow foods without
artificial fertilizers and generally use non-genetically modified plant materials. Most of
the Rastas that I know in Jamaica practice subsistence farming, providing food for
themselves and for sale in the market.
Ital also instantiates natural living, more broadly. Noel Erskine argues that:
“Natural living does not mean to live naturally but to live in an awareness of the organic
relationship between human beings and Mother Earth.” 580 Erskine’s argument on the
philosophy of natural living in Rastafari is valid. However, when some Rastas talk about
natural living, they also mean the avoidance of human-made items to the extent that it is
possible to do so. Withdrawal from their homes and towns to live in the hills has long
been part of Rastafari natural living.
The interpretation of natural living for some Rastas has historically entailed the
rejection of modern technology. Ras Iyah V discloses that in his earlier days as a
Rastaman, he would walk the nearly 40-mile journey from Little London to the
Nyahbinghi Center in Pitfour because Rastas generally eschew public transportation since
it was deemed to be a Babylonian invention. Although, in many cases bus drivers and
taxi operators had refused to transport Rastas because they prejudicially considered them
to be dangerous and unhygienic. In several early ethnographic accounts of Rastafari,
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scholars observe that Rastas’ also prohibit items like keys, money, and cameras from
entering their ritual spaces. 581 However, globalization and especially the recent rise in
social media culture have impacted Rastafari livity to such an extent that many Rastas
have now taken a less antagonistic approach to modern technology. At all the Rastafari
functions that I have attended, except for Sunday services at the Church of Haile Selassie
I, most of the Rasta participants had their smartphones in hand to record or live-stream
the gatherings. The proliferation of Facebook pages and YouTube channels being used by
Rastas to promote their organizations and events is perhaps an indication of Rastas
having now adapted their philosophy of livity to meet the realities of modern life. Rastas
today are far more accepted by and involved in society than they were in the 1950s, when
they first established the contours of livity. Society’s growing embrace of Rastas makes it
almost impossible for them to reject all the inventions of Babylon altogether. Yet, the
changing attitude toward the use of Babylonian inventions seemed inevitable as more
Rastas entered the Reggae music industry and had to rely on modern technology to make
their living and support their cause. Thus, when Bob Marley responded to Dermot
Hussey that “Babylon no have no fruits,” he seemed to have already rationalized that Jah
gave the ability to develop technology and Rastas would need to accommodate its
inevitability. 582
Even as Rastas accommodate the use of technology, they are cautious about its
destructive nature. First Man reminded the audience during his performance at Irits:
The earth is perfect without all these madness of technology. People using
aluminum, not just to make pot. People using aluminum to make planes
that are designed to bomb human beings. Those are the situations that we
face in the twenty-first century. 583
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First Man’s admonition typifies the overall ambivalence concerning the place of
technology in natural livity. The “madness of technology” mentioned by First Man is the
destructive nature of technology, as seen in the invention of weapons of war. In this
regard, he echoes Bob Marley’s view that the problem is not with the development of
technology but with human beings. 584

Marijuana: The Holy Herb
Marijuana (Cannabis sativa; ganja or herb) is Rastafari’s holy herb. Rastas use
the plant as a sacrament, usually by smoking it or using it to make tea. The history of
marijuana in Jamaica dates to the arrival of East Indian indentured laborers in the
nineteenth century. In his comprehensive study of Rastafari and marijuana in Trinidad
and Tobago, Ansley Hamid outlines the process by which ganja became embedded in the
herbal repertoire of the Jamaican peasant class. Hamid argues that:
A majority of the rural Jamaican African population rapidly grew to
believe that it [marijuana] was a beneficial substance, imbued with
spiritual and religious properties, and they used it liberally from birth until
death. 585
By the time Rastafari emerged as a distinctive religious group within the Afro-Caribbean
religious field, marijuana had already gained a reputation as a plant of spiritual and
medicinal potency.
Rastas have a biblical justification for the acceptance and sacramental use of
marijuana. Marijuana is, after all, a natural plant created by Jah for the benefit of Jah
people. Rastas often cite Genesis 1:29 and Revelation 22:2 to prove that Jah created the
plant for holy use. The Church of Haile Selassie I includes the use of herb among the
seven sacraments of the church. According to their Rastalogy (the main doctrine), the
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herb is the life-giving force and “a part of the divine sacrament with Frankincense burnt
in the ‘chalice’ as a ‘sacrament’ to Yahweh Elohim Sabboath, the I AM and the Might of
the Trinity.” 586 The Church’s doctrine on the herb as a living sacrament highlights the
divine origins of the plant but also notes its role as offering unto Jah and source of ritual
purification. Ras Bobby also reasons that marijuana is Rastafari sacrament:
Eighteen months man used to get fi herb where we smoke our sacramental
thing dat. Same like how dem have dem wine weh dem drink and tek
communion, wash foot and dat a fi we communion and dem fight gainst it.
And now yuh nuh hear dem a talk bout herb now, medical marijuana.
Everybody want it now! For America, England people got it a cure whole
heap a sickness weh dem got. And dem never know seh herb could a do
that before. The healing of the nation!
Ras Bobby compares the sacramental use of marijuana in Rastafari to the Eucharist
(communion). For Ras Bobby, marijuana is ritually consumable in the same way that
Christians consume the bread and wine. Rastas identify the chillum pipe as the chalice to
highlight its ritualistic function and resemblance to the Eucharist. 587 Characteristic of
Rastafari discourse on marijuana, Ras Bobby connects the ritual use of marijuana with its
medicinal power. Similarly, one of Kitzinger’s interlocutors, told her that marijuana has
the power to cure sickness and diseases and even overcome death. 588 The belief that herb
is the healing of the nation is a component of the Rastafari I-tal (natural) livity.
While growing up in Jamaica, I often heard that marijuana smokers (Rastas and
non-Rastas) justify their use of marijuana by saying that marijuana was found on King
Solomon’s grave. The story of marijuana growing on Solomon’s grave is apocryphal. I
am unsure of the origin of the story. 589 I interpret the association of marijuana with
Solomon as being symbolically supportive of the idea that marijuana helps to beget
enlightenment or wisdom. Rastas sometimes refer to marijuana as “wisdom weed.” 590
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Some Rastas reject the biblical story because, even though Solomon was the wisest man,
the discovery of the sacramental herb growing on his grave would mean the pollution of
the plant.
The ritual use of marijuana comes into full effect during Rastafari communal
gatherings, especially the reasoning session. Several scholars note that Rastamen often
exclude women from sharing in the sacrament during the reasoning session, 591 a point to
which I will return below. During the ritual reasoning, Rastas often pass around the ganja
chalice made of coconut shell, calabash, bamboo, or tin can. I have also seen the use of
PVC pipe to make the chalice. Ethnographic accounts, detailing the process of burning
the chalice during ritual reasoning, note that Rastas recite a blessing over the herb before
passing the chalice. 592 Rastas usually commence any ritual or communal activities by
giving praises (ises) to Jah. Each participant in the session offers words of praise before
smoking from the chillum pipe. The smoking of marijuana does not always occur in a
ritualized, communal setting. Sometimes Rastas simply want to “hold a meds” or
meditation. Holding a meds means that through smoking, Rastas deepen their connection
to Jah and allows the self to transcend the present moment.
Usually during my visits with my Rastafari interlocutors, they inquire if I “draw”
as a way of offering me the holy herb. I have declined to participate but informed them
that I was not bothered by them smoking in my presence. As I reasoned with my
interlocutors, I have noticed that with each draw of the ganja spliff (marijuana rolled in a
thin sheet of paper) the conversation became more profound and even mystical. It seems
to be that the use of cannabis helps to unlock or at least make clear the knowledge that
Rastas have accrued through reading, reasoning with others, and reflection upon
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everyday life. For Forsythe, what appears to be a more in-depth level of knowledge and
insights, as the achievement of increased consciousness by unlocking spiritual energies
within the body. 593 The Rastafari use of marijuana falls within the widespread use of
psychedelics, hallucinogens, and other substances to achieve spiritual ecstasy that one
can trace throughout human history. Rastas are generally knowledgeable about their faith,
however they believe that the use of marijuana unlocks their ability to gain deeper
knowledge and reason about the world.
While maintaining that the experience is not an alteration of the mind, Rastas
associated with the Rastafari Indigenous Village, acknowledge that specific plants,
including marijuana, have the power to increase their spiritual awareness, by deepening
the oneness between themselves and nature:
The sacred relation that Rastafari has with the plant world, opens the mind
to communicate with nonhuman entities. This sharing guides us in how the
planet can co-exist in harmony. Cannabis peyote, Ayahusca, Sage speaks
on behalf of the planet world. These conversations do not alter the mind,
instead opens the mind thru a process that suppress the ego. The Journey
offers us a panoramic view of self, from our day of consciousness to the
present moment. This state of being allows us to symphonize with plants,
in orchestrating a plant of harmony. 594
Here the Rastas present a dynamic view of nature in which plants and humans actively
communicate with each other. For the Rastas, this is part of what it means to achieve “the
oneness,” complete harmony between humans and nature. Marijuana, of course, is chief
among the plants that communicate with humans. The communicative function of plants
(nature) within the Rastafari view seems to emerge from individuals consuming
(drinking, eating, and smoking) these plants, thus allowing the plants’ power to permeate
their bodies.
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This sacred relationship with the plant world, and nature generally, also falls
within a broader Africana cultural practice of herbalism. Herbalism is the use of plants in
healing. For example, in showing that African traditional medical knowledge and
practices take place within an “epistemologically constituted universe,” M. Akin
Makinde demonstrates the widespread use of plants, herbs, animals, and other natural
elements to cure and prevent diseases across African traditional societies. 595 As aptly
discussed in several scholarly works, and noted above in Chapter 3, enslaved Africans
brought with them to the Americas their knowledge of the healing power of herbs and
roots, and such knowledge and practices have survived in some form in every AfroAtlantic culture. 596
Rastas believe in and practice herbal healing. However, unlike the other AfroCaribbean religions, Rastas generally deny that herbs are at all magical. 597 They simply
emphasize that Jah created the herbs for healing, and that by consuming a plant-based ital
diet, and by properly mixing specific plants to make tonics (roots), an individual can
maintain proper health and prolong life. Rastas have the reputation in Jamaica as roots
people because they brew herbal tonics that are believed to invigorate the mind and body
and provide relief from various ailments. For them, the cures for all illnesses and diseases
can be found in nature, with marijuana being chief among curative plants. But it should
be noted here that the medicinal use of marijuana predates Rastafari and that ganja
continues to be an essential plant in Afro-Jamaican folk healing practices. Most
commonly, Afro-Jamaicans make a concoction of white rum and marijuana, and, after the
brew settles for several days, they use it to treat common ailments such as stomach pain
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and cholic. Rastas prefer to consume marijuana as tea or to smoke it directly. After all,
Rastas affirm that Jah gave herbs to them for the healing of the nation (Rev 22:2).
Until the amendment of the Dangerous Drugs Act (DDA) on April 15, 2015,
marijuana use among Rastas in Jamaica represented a bold act of resistance against
Babylon (in this case, the police and the state). The new law allows for persons over the
age of 18 years old to possess no more than 2 ounces of marijuana. 598 More significantly,
it permits Rastas to possess more than 2 ounces of weed for religious purposes. The
amended law paves the way for the rapidly developing Jamaican marijuana industry by
making it legal to cultivate large quantities of marijuana for medicinal or therapeutic uses
and scientific research. The changes in the law also allow for each household to legally
grow no more than five plants on the premise (referred to as a yard). Researchers and
Rastas can cultivate larger quantities of marijuana, but this is subject to further
regulation. For example, members of the Rastafari faith wish to grow marijuana for
sacramental use must first obtain authorization from the Cannabis Licensing Authority
(CLA). According to the law, such cultivation of marijuana by Rastas must be for
religious purposes solely and cannot be used outside of the registered places of worship,
nor sold, exported, or handled commercially. The Jamaican government issues special
exemptions for Rastafari or Rasta-affiliated social gatherings, such as a festival, where
larger quantities of ganja are to be consumed. 599
Before the amendments to the Dangerous Drug Act in 2015, the Jamaican
Government considered marijuana to be a dangerous drug. The possession or use of
marijuana was often met with imprisonment or a monetary fine. The criminalization of
marijuana started in the 1930s, after the League of Nations placed marijuana on the
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dangerous drugs list. 600 Nevertheless, Rastas in Jamaica planted, sold, and used
marijuana, even though many members of the Rastafari community ended up in jail for
and were sometimes violently beaten and harassed by police. The Jamaican Government
did not recognize Rastafari nor the Rastas’ claim that the herb is a holy sacrament. Some
Rastas framed their defiance of the Government’s ban on herb as tantamount to
martyrdom, insofar as Rastas were/are subjected to harassment, imprisonment, and
beatings at the hands of state authorities. 601 The change in the Government’s position on
marijuana provided a new set of challenges for the Rastas and their livity. The regulation
of marijuana production in Jamaica through the Cannabis Licensing Authority requires
Rastas to cooperate with the Government or continue to resist them. Many Rastas are
unhappy with the Babylon takeover of the herb, but others are dancing a delicate dance
with Babylon to gain access to the economic benefits from the decriminalization of their
sacrament.

Dreadlocks
Dreadlocks are the most visible expression of Rastafari livity and the indwelling
power of Jah that makes this livity possible. Rastamen and Rastawomen equally embrace
the wearing of locks. Barry Chevannes argues that, although Rastafari hair culture began
around 1934, Bongo Wato’s Youth Black Faith institutionalized the wearing of
dreadlocks in Rastafari during the 1950s. 602 Horace Campbell identifies the East African
Mau Mau freedom fighters’ sporting of long and matted hair as the inspiration for the
Rastas adoption dreadlocks. 603 Like Chevannes and Campbell, John Homaik locates the
inauguration of wearing dreadlocks in the 1950s but identifies the I-gelic House Rastas as
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the innovators of the tradition. 604 Ajai Mansingh and Laxmi Mansingh propose that
Hindu Sadhus influenced the Rastafari wearing of dreadlocks. 605 None of these
arguments for the origin of the dreadlocks in Rastafari is definitive, as they rely heavily
on oral testimonies and, to some extent, are speculative.
My review of the scholarly sources on the origin of dreadlocks suggests that
instead of trying to find a single origin for the adoption of dreadlocks in Rastafari, the
focus should be on the period in which dreadlocks became a widely accepted practice
among Rastas. My suggestion is to avoid the debate altogether because, like the use of
marijuana, Rastafari practices typically have eclectic origins. From this point of view,
the consensus is that Rastas began to embrace the wearing of dreadlocks in the 1950s.
Chevannes is correct in identifying the embrace of dreadlocks as a generational struggle
within the movement between the younger Rastas of the Youth Black Faith and the
traditional elders who insisted that growing the hair is not a necessary identity marker of
Rastafari. 606 A part of the generation fight, according to Chevannes, was the desire of the
younger Rastas to purge Rastafari from all elements of Revivalism. 607 The younger
generation of Rastas succeeded in etching a distinctive Rastafari identity within the
Jamaican religious field, but they failed to rid the movement of its roots in Revivalism.
The debate over dreadlocks as a “test of faith” continues today. In the most recent
iteration of the dreadlocks debate, the Rastafari Reggae group Morgan Heritage offers
“You don’t haffi dread to be Rasta/ This is not a dreadlocks things/ Divine conception of
the heart.” 608 For Morgan Heritage, the belief and trust in the divinity of His Majesty
Emperor Haile Selassie I is the unique identity maker of Rastafari. Jahzani Kush, a
Rastawoman and scholar, rejects the claim that an individual should be able to claim
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Rastafari identity without wearing dreadlocks. Kush argues that “Rastafari have endured
ridicule and persecution because of these marks of distinctions [locks] and to have people
claim that they are Rastafari without having walked through the fire is an afront to
INI.” 609 Kush’s argument invokes the history of harassment and persecution of Rastas
over their hair and take issue with the comfort that a non-dreadlocked self-proclaimed
Rasta has inof blending into the crowd during moments of ridicule. Kush is correct about
the history of violence against Rastas and how the locks became an easy (and shorthanded) way to identity a Rasta. For example, the Jamaican police, using the pretext of
curtailing violent criminals, forcibly detained Rastas and trim their locks during the Coral
Garden incident (“Black Friday”) in 1963.
Jamaicans have historically stigmatized dreadlocks as dirty, smelly, and
unhygienic. An allegation in the 1970s that a centipede (“forty leg”) crawled from the
locks of a Rastaman quickly became a case for rebuking and ridiculing Rastas. Because
of the association of Rastas with marijuana, law enforcement tends to target Rastas as
drug traffickers. However, the association of dreadlocks with an “outcast” status has
changed significantly. While we still see in Jamaica instances of racist attempts to curtail
dreadlocks, it is easier today for people to grow dreadlocks without being ridiculed than
during it was during the first forty years of the Rastafari movement. Many non-Rastas
now wear locks, including members of the Jamaican Government and the clergy. When I
taught high school in Jamaica a few years ago, I had Rasta students in my class who
proudly displayed their locks, and it wasn’t an issue at all.
Rastas generally cite the scriptures to support their wearing of dreadlocks,
especially Numbers 6:5.Numbers 6 outlines the Nazarites’ code of conduct, which
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requires abstinence from sexual activity, alcohol, and grape consumption, viewing dead
bodies, and the cutting of the hair. From the biblical perspective, the Nazarite is a man or
woman who dedicates himself or herself unto the Lord by taking the vow of consecration
(Numbers 6:2-8). The Nazarite thus becomes consecrated unto God. The uncut locks of
hair become the symbol of the life consecrated to God. Samson was the prototypical
Nazarite despite his moral failings (Judges 16). Rastas appropriate the Nazarite identity
and declare the growth of dreadlocks to be the marker of a covenant with Jah. The hair is
the covenant and the crown. However, as seen in the case of Samson, Rastas assert that
their strength in the locks. Rastas do not only appropriate the Nazarite identity, but they
extend the “dreadlocks” identity to several of the bible writers, including Moses, Elijah,
Solomon, Ezekiel, and Jesus. Rastafari visual artists use their skills to correct, what they
considered to be, Da Vinci’s misrepresentation of Jesus. In correcting the “blond hair and
blue eye Jesus,” these artists create images of Jesus wearing dreadlocks. They represent
Jesus as a black man. As discussed in chapter four, Rastas often use visual art to represent
their theology and interpretations of history.
Additionally, Rastas identify the wearing of locks as an expression of an African
cultural identity. One of Owens’ interlocutors contends that “We the African should let
our hair grow as much as we desire, so as to fit nature, which is the force that we the
African should let control our system.” 610 For this Rastaman, the growth of the hair is a
natural part of who he is as an African. Michael Barnett and Adowa Ntozake Onuora
identify locks as one of the Rastafari symbols that underscores its Afrocentric orientation.
Barnett and Onuora assert that “Locks are symbolic of the lion’s mane. As a result,
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Rastas view the lion as a consummate African symbol of the freedom, power, and
sovereignty that they, as Africans inherently hold.” 611
Rastas affirm the African origin of dreadlocks by pointing to the images of Haile
Selassie wearing locks or at least what appears to be matted hair as a child (see figure 7
below). Rastas use these pictures of Selassie to defend themselves against the accusation
that Selassie was not a Rastaman. Selassie, for Rastas, is by name and nature Ras Tafari,
and his boyhood pictures prove that he had locks. According to Owens, Rastas cite
photos of Ethiopian soldiers with locks published in the National Geographic in 1970. 612
The pictures of the lock-wearing Mau Mau warriors in Kenya confirmed for Rastas that
their dreads distinguish them as Africans.

Photograph 7 Haile Selassie (Lij Tafari Makonnen) as a child with matted hair/locks.
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Growing dreadlocks is a form of ritual in which Rastas cultivate their relationship
with Jah. It is also an enactment of the power of Jah that is envesseled within the body.
The growth of the hair is part of developing the natural self. The closer the Rasta is to the
natural livity, the more connected the Rasta is to Jah. Yasus Afari describes the function
of locks as “the Roots that anchor us in the Cosmic Mind, Intelligence and Consciousness
of the Most High, as well as, the Antennae that connects us to the spiritual existence.” 613
The connection to Jah through the hair is significant when placed within the AfroJamaican folk context of a person’s hair being the site of supernatural activities. Parents
often warn their children not to let others touch their hair because it might thus fall out.
Some Jamaicans believe that an individual can perform witchcraft on another by touching
their hair. For Rastas, wearing dreadlocks represents the presence of Jah because
dreadlocks are the seal of the covenantal relationship between Jah and Rastas. As one of
William Lewis’ interlocutors told him, “The barbershop is the mark of the beast. Comb
and razor conquer. The wealth of Jah is with locks, in fullness of his company.” 614
Because dreadlocks symbolize the covenant and presence of Jah, Rastas (particularly the
men), for whom turbans are part of their everyday attire, often remove their headgear
during special services to give honor and praises to Jah.

Word-Sound-Power
Word-sound-power, as the intentional use of words, falls within the spectrum of
ritualizing the power of Jah through Rastafari livity. Word-sound-power exemplifies
Rastafari’s ideological disengagement from Babylon’s linguistic confinement and mode
of thought. The ideological disengagement from the anglicized linguistic order through
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word-sound-power underscores \Rastas’ insight into a common “misrecognition” of
imperial domination through language. 615 Whereas the Jamaican society considers the
ability to communicate well in English (to be “speaky spokey”) as a marker of high
society/upper class, Rastas contend that the language alienates black people from their
African roots by inculcating in them the oppressor’s worldview. Rastas understand the
power of speech and, as Iyawata Farika Birhan explains, “The Rastafari know that a word
can kill or cure and that every word carries a vibration. Every word has a history, and
words should never be used unthinkingly.” 616 Because words and sound have power,
Rastas reject many words in the English Language (Queen’s English), arguing that they
are inherently corrupt and corrupting. For example, Rastas cite English language words
such as ded(dead)icate and appreci(hate)ate as corrupted and corrupting words because
they “sound” negative ideas and acts (dead and hate). Rastas, therefore, replace such
words that connotate negative sounds with their own linguistic constructions; as a result,
dedicate becomes livicate (live) and appreciate is now apprecilove (love). The Rastafari
linguistic construction reflect the Rastafari philosophy of affirming life in thoughts and
words.
Rastafari word-sound-power is a life-giving principle that manifests in the
creation of words, which encode an alternate worldview. It is also expressed in ritual
discourse, or Rastafari reasoning. Reasoning is more than the exposition of facts. It is the
process of bringing life and giving empowerment to the speakers and listeners. Whenever
a Rasta invites an individual to hold a reason, the objective is to participate in each
other’s space and spirit. In other words, all parties approach the reasoning to strengthen,
rather than debating, one another. Because contention and debate are not productive,
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Rastas opt to reason with those who are open to understanding the level of consciousness
that Rastafari wishes to share with them. By approaching reasoning as an iriticial
(spiritual) encounter, Rastas set it apart from the regular idle talk and argumentative
discourse that often characterize Jamaican life.
The transformative principle at work in the use of word-sound-power moves
beyond discourse to musical enactments. Rastafari chants, dub-poetry, and, most
famously, Reggae music are instances of the rhythmic realization of word-sound-power. I
will limit my discussion here to the Nyahbinghi chants since they are the foundational
expression of Rastafari word-sound-power musically. Rastafari chants are often lyrical
and rhythmic adaptions of Christian hymns and choruses that the Jamaicans call
Sankey. 617 Rastas chant these choruses slowly to the beating of the drum with a
deliberate focus on each word. However, not all the chants are imports from church
music. Rastas have developed chants of their own with lyrical mastery even when those
chants are improvisational. Because chanting is a total bodily experience, the generative
characteristic of word-sound-power in Rastafari chants finds its fullest ritual expression
and impact during the Nyahbinghi (Binghi) ceremony. 618 The Binghi is a ritual gathering
that celebrates dates and events significant to Rastas. The celebration entails chants of
praises to Jah and may last from a few hours to all night.
I offer the following brief ethnographic description of my experience at a binghi
in Jamaica to illustrate the word-sound-power in Rastafari chanting:
At 10:30 p.m. I arrived at the Nyahbinghi Center in the mountainous community
of Pitfour. The Nyahbinghi grounds, with a red, green, and yellow banner stretched
across the metal gates, is across from the Seventh-day Adventist Church. Most people
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had been at the Center all day, but I noticed that they looked energized, talking with each
other, smoking, and sipping soup from their bash. Five elderly Rastamen sat within the
tabernacle playing the drums and chanting softly. A few of the men and women joined in
the singing.
At about 11:40 p.m., one of the leaders shouted, “Fyah time! Fyah time! Mek we
move to the fyah key!” Everyone suddenly gathered around the skillfully built stack of
wood that was already blazing. The Rastaman leading the session requested for seven
candles to be lit, and almost spontaneously, another Rastaman spontaneously shouted,
“Hail the I!” The crowd responded antiphonically, “Jah Rastafari!” The brethren that
prompted the crowd to respond then proceeded to recite one of the Psalms. I then realized
that the reference to seven candles is seven individual words of praises unto Jah (mostly
from the Psalms, part of the Lord’s prayer, passages from Revelations and Genesis).
After the sixth Rastaman “lit his candle,” and apparently annoyed that the men had
dominated the call and response, the leader bellowed, “Give the daughters dem a
chance!” A Rastawoman offered the last Word. Shouts of “fyah”, “fyah pan Babylon,”
and “lightning and thunder,” interspersed the lighting of the seven candles, echoing
across the darkness. These shouts of “fire and thunder” intensified while the participants
marched and sang around the fire key. Each chant sung around the fyah key carried a
central theme of burning fire (judgment) against Babylon. Chants like, “It is gonna be a
fire, hotta fire Nyahbingh fire” and “Hot up the fire, brimstone, hotta fire burning,”
pulsated throughout the space. I felt the impacts on the words, as the beat of the drums
reverberated throughout my body, the heat from the blazing fire key illuminated the faces
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and brought warmth amidst the early morning dew, and each participant dances in
commemoration of His Majesty’s 127th birthday.
The chants of fire and judgment are instances of words taking on ritual power. By
sounding the words of judgment, Rastas affirm their belief that they can destroy Babylon
“wordically.” 619 The Nyahbinghi chant begins with the reminder: “Hear the word of the
Rastaman say, Babylon yuh throne gone down.” Commenting on the ritual power of the
Nyahbinghi in Rastafari, Warner Zips notes that Rastas provided spiritual support to the
Ethiopian army during the Italian invasion of Ethiopia (1935-1936) “through ‘words,
sounds, and power’ – enacted with drums, songs, and spiritual energies.” 620
For Rastas, the word has a transformative impact in the material sense since it can
change unfavorable circumstances. One Rastaman recalls that during the Coral Garden
incident, some members of the community attacked him and tried to tie him with a length
of rope. He states that he only managed to escape after shouting “lightning, and thunder,
and earthquake!” 621 The words frightened his would-be captors and allowed him to
escape. I have also observed Rastas using the name of Jah as a form of weaponized wordsound-power. By shouting the name Jah Rastafari, these Rastas anticipate that the very
word-sound will bring immediate judgment upon the person against whom the Rasta
directs utterance. The shouting of Jah’s name is similar to the belief of some AfroPentecostals that calling upon (shouting) the name of Jesus has the power to change
things not only spiritually but temporally. Likewise, many Jamaicans believe that
shouting the name of Jesus three times can thwart the attempt of duppies to haunt (“hold
down”) a person. Some Jamaicans also suggest that using expletives have the same
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outcome of driving away the unwanted spirit. All these instances conform to the view
that word-sound is power.

Rastawomen, Livity, and Divine Envesselment
So far, I have examined the Rastafari notion of livity as the ethos, ethics, and enactment
of power that comes from Jah’s envesselment within the bodies of Rastas. I have shown
that, through their livity, Rastas ritualize the power of Jah. The worldview of Rastas, their
ritual activities, and their life of resistance to Babylon stems from the belief that the spirit
and power of Jah reside within them. Rastas’ display of this conviction in their everyday
lives within Babylon transforms their livity into intentional actions and performances that
they themselves have infused with divine meaning. My focus in this section is on the
gendering of Rastafari livity and its relation to the belief that Jah lives within each Rasta.
If each body is a vessel of Jah, then what types of power relations emerge from the
gendering of Rastafari livity? I work through the complexity of gender and Rastafari by
analyzing the history of gender construction, the assumptions that lead to the
normalization of patriarchy in Rastafari, and how Rastawomen navigate the gendered
contours of livity.
Gender relation, particularly the role of women, has been a perennial issue in
Rastafari. Even though Rastafari emerged as an anticolonial, antiracist, and
anticapitalistic religious movement, it has struggled to overcome some of the deeply
entrenched patriarchal and sexist assumptions. Scholars note that the persistent
patriarchal view of women contradicts the generally emancipatory orientation of
Rastafari philosophy. 622 Sheila Kitzinger notes that Rastamen, during the 1960s, did not
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believe that a woman was truly a Rasta. 623 According to her, the view that a woman was
“not Rasta in heart” led to their marginalization and thus confirmed that Rastafari is a
“male-centered” and “mother-denying” teaching. 624 The view that a woman is not truly
Rasta meant that women needed a Rastaman, who assumes the role of spiritual head, in
order to become a Rasta. 625
While observing Rastafari gender relations in the 1970s, Carole Yawney notes
that “Women do not generally participate in smoking and reasoning (groups except on an
individual basis. The sisters are expected to cover their heads while smoking, the reason
being that brethren might lose their “power” otherwise.” 626 She also adds that some
Rastas expected that pregnant women should isolate themselves from the community
because they are presumably contaminative. 627 Unlike Kitzinger’s psychoanalytic view of
Rastafari as mother-denying, Yawney argues that the gendered restrictions represent a
double standard in the livity.
Maureen Rowe’s widely cited study on “The Woman in RastafarI” traces the
evolution in gender relations within the movement and the status of women, arguing that
significant changes in Rastafari occurred in the 1970s as more women converted without
the input of men. She notes:
The mid-seventies seem to have been somehow important for a number of
daughters. A number of daughters currently in their mid-to-late twenties
indicate that it was around this time that they first became aware of a need
to commit themselves to RastafarI. Quite a number of these daughters also
report that there was no specific male involved in the process of them
‘sighting’ RastafarI, but that it was the direct result of an attitude of
searching. 628
Rowe further observes that Rastawomen in the 1970s did not only change their dress
code but assert themselves as participants within the religion. 629 She identifies the
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revolutionary political climate and the invocation of Rastafari by the Jamaican political
leaders as the reason for changes in gender relations. Changes in the status of women
within Rastafari corresponds with the routinization of the movement, the increasing
popularity of Reggae music, and the changes in Rastafari theology to accommodate the
death of Haile Selassie. These factors together attracted women to the movement, and
with their increased presence, they challenged the patriarchal structure of Rastafari.
Yet, various mansions of Rastafari continue to impose gendered restrictions.
Nyahbinghi and Bobo Shanti still require that women separate themselves from the ritual
space and activities when menstruating because they are deemed unclean. 630 In
Nyahbinghi, the period of separation is seven days, while in Bobo Shanti it is twenty-one
days, during which time a woman should not prepare food for her Kingsman or have
sexual relations with him. 631 Both mansions base this ritual separation on their reading of
the purity laws in the Book of Leviticus (e.g., Lev. 15). But as both Obiagele Lake and
Ella Ray contend, the motive for separation has more to do with the avoidance of
contamination rather than the maintenance of purity. 632 Lake argues that “to deem
women as polluted based on regularly occurring biological functions is to insult their
very existence.” 633 Ritual separation or containment on the basis that menstrual flow is
contaminative suggests that, at some point, Jah either resides within a “contaminated”
vessel or takes flight from it. The insistence on these separation rituals creates tension
with the theological view of Jah dwelling within the body, thus creating room for
upending sexist doctrine.
Often, when faced with the question of sexism and gender biases, Rastas contend
that Rastafari redeemed and elevated the status of women by calling them empresses,
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daughters (dawtas), earth mothers, princesses, and queens. 634 Although these “dignified”
titles contrast with the often derogatory reference to women as “gyal” in Jamaica, those
appellations often come with masculinist presuppositions about women’s reproductive
capabilities. For example, the Rastalogy of the Church of Haile Selassie I describes the
role of Queen Mother as “a duty and responsibility to humanity [by] being co-creator
giving birth to new generations, nurturing and educating them.” 635 Rastawomen,
therefore, are expected to bear the social responsibilities of nurturing and educating for
the children. While the ascription and reification of these social roles do not necessarily
mean the subordination of women, such constructions, as Jeanne Christensen warns, can
trap women in essentialized bodies and lead to sexual objectification. 636
Some Rastawomen, nonetheless, embrace the role as mothers and nurturers in
Rastafari. They link mothering/nurturing with the responsibility of ensuring the
progression of Rastafari livity. Jahzani Kush, in Roaring Lioness, captures some of the
contemporary views of Rastamen on their journey in Rastafari. In responding to the
question of Rastafari woman’s role in advancing livity, Sistah Ruth shares that:
Our role is central to the advancement of the livity. We charge the balm
yard right now. I once read that if you save and develop the woman you
save a nation. We bring a certain balance to the livity. Women are central
for organizing and educating the youths. Therefore, if we teach and bring
the future of Rastafari into the livity then we must be the most important
aspect of Rastafari. 637
This mothering/nurturing becomes the most important aspect because the growth of
Rastafari depends on the grooming of children into the faith. Rastafari is not an
“evangelical” religion in the sense of active proselytization and conversion of non-Rastas.
The “charging of the balm yard” that Sistah Ruth identifies as the current responsibility
of women contrasts with the traditional role of the male as the teacher of the faith. By
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embracing the function of mother and nurturer, Rastawomen transform the domestic
space into a pedagogical space in which they groom their children to follow Rastafari.
Despite the reinforcement of gendered boundaries and conduct in certain aspects
of Rastafari, Rastawomen and men are increasingly deploying the notion of balance and
complementarity to challenge the long-held patriarchy. At the most basic level, balance
and complementarity mean the recognition of man and woman in harmony and having
equal but opposite roles. For example, as one of Kush’s interviewees Sistah Juliana
expresses:
The Rastafari man and woman have to cooperate in every aspect of the
livity to bring about liberation. They have the qualities to rule but have to
work in a togetherness to keep the ego in check making the law of
opposites a prominent model of life. It erases division, oppression,
inferiority, superiority, selfishness, and status seeking. InI as leaders are to
be of service to InI fellow human beings, that is the expression of the Most
High. 638
In her view, Rastawoman and Rastaman achieve balance (wholeness) by sharing equally
in the work of Jah. For her, the Rastafari livity is a “balance of power sharing.” 639
On another level, when Rastas talk about balance, they are bringing attention to
Emperor Haile Selassie I and Empress Menen I as the perfect example of man and
women working and living harmoniously and equally. The significance of the “divine
couple” as examples of balance goes back to the coronation in 1930 when Selassie broke
with tradition, and he requested that his Empress be crowned on the same day as him.
Jahlani Niaah suggests that the crowning of Empress Memen on the same day as Haile
Selassie “demonstrates new regard for feminine principle” and depicts “a balancing of the
scales of power and responsibilities.” 640 Niaah, like many other Rastas, considers the
coronation of both monarchs on the same day as a symbol of what should characterize
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Rastafari gender relations. Rastas, therefore, describe Empress Menen as Mother of
Creation and Haile Selassie as Father of Creation. The basis of the divine couple as the
exemplar of gender relation projects a heteronormative vision of what constitutes
Rastafari livity. Heteronormativity is not necessarily the premise of Jah dwelling within
the body since Rastas conceptualize Jah as masculine. While the divine man-woman
relationship remains central to Rastafari theorizing of gender, the belief in Jah living
within each Rasta opens the religion to the possibility for imagining various types of
relationships.
A more complicated view of balance and complementarity is the existence of dual
divinities: masculine and feminine energies. Rastas contend that the world could not have
come into existence without the comingling of the masculine and feminine energies.
According to Rastas, Emperor Selassie and Empress Menen, in their role as Mother and
Father, brought forth life. These energies extend to the man and woman, respectively, to
bring about balance. They represent the divine qualities that men and women exemplify.
During her presentation at the Coronation Day celebration in Mt. Rainer, Maryland,
Jahzani Kush expounded on the concept of divine energies, by using red fyah and blue
fyah as an illustration. According to Kush, the blue fyah is the divine feminine energy
within the woman, while the red fyah is the divine energy within the man. 641 For her, the
differentiation highlights the Rastawoman’s unique role as a “conduit” of divinity. At the
same time, the focus on the feminine energy, positions Empress Menen, the Queen
Omega as divine.
While divine envesselment provides a basis for Rastas to reframe and reconstitute
gender dynamics within the community as a truly egalitarian one, and despite the
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emphasis on balance and complementarity, the relation of power between men and
women is asymmetrical. The disjuncture between a vision of equal participation in Jah’s
divinity (as outlined in the theory of envesselment) and patriarchal practices in the livity,
has led some Rastawomen to challenge the discourse on balance and offer the concept of
wholeness. 642 In the general use of the term, wholeness is the unity of self and the
harmonious relationship between God and humans. It is the oneness or I-and-I. However,
the Rastawomen’s deployment of wholeness extends to the full inclusion of women as
Queens, leaders, and empowered individuals with agency. Again, they make a case for
wholeness based on the relationship between Emperor Selassie I and Empress Menen I.
Hence an article in the inaugural Empress Menen Chronicles argues that “The Emperor
allowed his wife to bask in her divinity, and he respected her vision as being
complementary to his. Similarly, Empress Menen worked shoulder-to-shoulder with her
husband to bring into reality a sovereign and modern Ethiopia.” 643 These women identify
Her Majesty’s agency in working “shoulder-to-shoulder” alongside her husband as the
crux of wholeness to which the Rastafari should aspire. Complementarity alone is
insufficient if it does not allow for equal and full inclusion. By reiterating the relationship
between Emperor Selassie and Empress Menen as representative of the type of vision of
wholeness that must be displayed in Rastafari, Rastas aspire for the livity to match the
belief that Jah really dwells within all Rasta.

Conclusion
Rastafari livity demonstrates the indwelling of Jah within the body of the Rasta. It is the
ritualization of Jah’s power and presence within the body, enabling Rastas to make
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claims about their own divine nature and power. Through cognitive and performative
dimensions of livity, Rastas set themselves apart from the mundane and ordinary conduct
of Babylon. The power of ritualization in the context of Rastafari is the juxtaposing
claims that Rastas can make such that similar conducts of a Rasta and a non-Rasta do not
carry the same religious meaning. Rastas are ritual agents, social actors in the process of
drawing boundaries, distinctions, and hierarchies in their ritualization of power. The
demarcations are not just between Rastafari and Babylon, but they also occur within the
Rastafari communities. The construction of gender is one such differentiation within the
movement. However, the fact of Jah living within each Rastaman and Rastawomen
serves as a challenge to patriarchal and oppressive restriction of livity. Rastawomen
continue to reclaim their position as equal participants in the power of Jah.
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CHAPTER 7
CONCLUSION: TRODDING ALONG

This new Revelation has been released in the world through those who
worship H.I.M. Selassie I. It is a revelation which releases the believer
from the bonds of materialism and frees one for the worship of the Spirit
of God within and without oneself – a freedom through which one can
achieve Everliving life of Spirit while still in flesh form, thus anticipating
the Eternity of Everliving Unity with God. 644
The epigraph is from Hannah Blake’s reflection on Rastafari as the fulfillment of
biblical prophecy and the inauguration of a new way of life for humanity. Her description
of what Rastafari means for the individual believer provides a good summary of the
journey of Rastafari from the time they declared Haile Selassie I as their God and King to
when he became envesseled as the eternal Jah whose spirit now dwells within the body of
each Rasta. For Rastas, Jah continues to live eternally within them, giving them the
power to trod in Babylon without succumbing to its materialist and oppressive ways. In
their assertion of being Jah’s vessels and participants in Jah’s divinity, Rastas have
positioned themselves as spiritual victors in the war against Babylon. But how did
Rastafari emerge in the first place? How did the early adherents come to see Selassie as
God in the flesh, and manage to uphold his divinity after his death?
This study focused on the presence of spirit and divine power in Rastafari by
identifying the Rasta body as the vessel in which Jah dwells. Through the concept of
divine envesselment, the dissertation argued against the assumption that Rastafari has no
concept of the spirit, resulting in some scholars calling into questions the degree to which
it is an African-derived religious expression. The “ambiguous” nature of the spirit within
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Rastafari surfaces because of the ways in which Rastas construct the divinity of Selassie.
As noted in Chapters Three and Four, Rastas believe that Jah is a living man and the God
in the flesh. Their emphasis on the bodily or fleshy reality of Jah gives the impression
that Rastas have no place for the spirit within their cosmology. But this is far from the
truth. The early emergence of the I-language, particularly the I-and-I consciousness,
encapsulated a notion of spirit. However, they did not use such terminology to express it.
Many of the early Rastas thought about the divine in spirit(ual) terms when they
remarked that Jah/Selassie communicated with them “telepathically” and that they felt his
presence calling them to himself. 645 Moreover, before 1975, Rastas did not need to
emphasize how they connected with Jah because he was visibly and busily at work in the
world.
While many people maintain that it is odd for Rastas to deify a human being, it is
important to recall and rearticulate the historical, social, and religious contexts within
which the divinization of Selassie occurred. I argued that the Rastas had powerful
ideological and cultural antecedents that allowed for a human to be transformed into a
divine being. Myalism, Revivalism, and Kumina, all African-derived religions that
shaped Rastafari, taught that human beings could become divine. The twentieth-century
Jamaica Revivalist leader Alexander Bedward cast himself as the divine Messiah. I used
the typology Myal-Revival-Kumina complex as a way to frame and map how these
specific Afro-Jamaican spiritual systems structure and ground Rastafari as an Africanderived religion.
The political impetus of Ethiopianism, projected through Marcus Garvey, inspired
the first set of Rastas to expect a redeemer to come out of Ethiopia. This Ethiopianist
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expectation combined with biblical references and the widespread media coverage of Ras
Tafari’s coronation provided for the Rastas the epistemological link to declare Haile
Selassie as their God and King. The many i-traits of Selassie that circulated after the
coronation event became the basis for establishing the blackness of Selassie, which for
Rastas, was an indication of the ontological value of oppressed blacks around the world.
The Rastas’ assertion that Selassie is their God and King brought them into conflict with
the colonial order. They interpreted this suppression as part of the centuries of white
tyranny.
The transition of Jah from flesh to spirit occurred after the death of Haile Selassie
in 1975, and the need for an explanatory framework to account for his apparent absence. I
have argued that the transition, in Weberian terms, is a theodicy of compensation. The
death of their deity would certainly undo the philosophy of the unity of God and humans,
as well as their long-held view that Jah is a living man. How did they make the leap from
Jah in his flesh to Jah in their flesh? I proposed and outlined in Chapter Five that the Iand-I consciousness provided the epistemological framework for interpreting Jah as the
indwelling spirit and power in the body. The I-and-I consciousness represents the unity or
the oneness of God, people, and nature. While Jah dwells within their body, Jah is not
confined to a single vessel. Jah infuses Jahself in nature, the drums, the chalice, and other
non-human vessels.
Since spirit possession is only temporary and embodiment is limited to the body, I
argued that divine envesselment offers a more applicable and appropriate conceptual
framework to describe the process of Jah becoming a dwelling spirit within the human
body. But Jah does not merely reside within these vessels, Jah gives power to them. Thus,
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I demonstrated that Rastas ritualize the power of Jah through their claims, symbols, and
lifestyle. I used Catherine Bell’s theory of ritualization to show that Rastafari livity is a
strategic way of acting, which results in the construction of various types of relations of
power. 646 The power of Jah, which comes from the Jah dwelling within the body, is the
basis for Rastafari’s continued resistance against Babylon. I also showed that divine
envesselment has implications for gender relations within Rastafari. The logical
extension of Jah’s dwelling within the body is that both man and woman are equal
vessels of Jah power and have authority within the community. Some communities,
however, continue to perpetuate gender discrimination, thereby calling into question the
belief that each Rasta is a vessel of Jah. Yet the promise of liberation for each member of
the Rastafari community, encapsulated in the idea of divine envesselment, provides a
conceptual scaffolding for how Rastas see themselves as a movement which must upload
egalitarian ideas and give space to Rastawomen to assert their agency and authority.
Overall, I have argued that Rastafari is indeed an African-derived and Africancentered religious expression that claims Haile Selassie as the Jah in the flesh, who, after
his transition, became the indwelling spirit within the body of each Rasta. Through the
study of Selassie’s transformation from a bodily form to spirit form, this dissertation
further established Rastafari’s continuity with African-derived religiosity. Moreover, the
articulation of the spirit within Rastafari as Jah dwelling in human beings underscores
Rastas’ reworking of Jamaican culture to create Rastafari cosmology and epistemology
that elevates them as children of Jah.
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APPENDIX A:
SIGNIFICANT DATES IN THE RASTAFARI CALENDAR

January 7: Ethiopian Christmas
Emphasizes Rastafari claim to Ethiopian identity and tradition.

March 1: Battle of Adwa / Victory Day.
Commemorates the Ethiopian defeat of the Italians in 1896.

March- April: Empress Menen Day (date varies).
Celebrates Empress Menen’s humanitarianism and recognizes the work of black women
in their communities.

April 11: Bay Friday/ Coral Garden Massacre.
Memorializes the traumatic state-sanction persecutions of Rastas in 1963.

April 21: Groundation Day.
Commemorates Haile Selassie’s state visit to Jamaica in 1966.

May 25: African Liberation Day
Rastas celebrate Selassie as a founding member of the Organization of African Unity and
the hope it represents for black redemption.
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July 16: Constitution Day
Marks the institution of the first Ethiopian constitution in 1931.

July 23: Haile Selassie’s Birthday
This is the most widely celebrated event second to Coronation Day.

August 1: Emancipation Day
Recognize the emancipation of enslaved Jamaicans in 1838.

August 17: Marcus Garvey’s Birthday
Celebrated as the prophet and forerunner of Rastafari.

November 2: Coronation Day
Celebrates Selassie’s enthronement of King of Kings of Ethiopia.
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APPENDIX B:
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

Date:

Location:

Start Time of Interview:

End Time of Interview:

Name of Interviewee:

Age Group:

Background to Religious Identity
1. I’d like to begin by asking you some background questions about Rastafari and
your relationship to Rastafari. How did you become a member of Rastafari and
for how long have you been a Rasta?
2. What attracted you to Rastafari?
3. What makes you remain a Rasta?
4. If you were to describe Rastafari to someone who knows nothing about it, what
would you tell them?
5. Why is Rastafari different from every other religion?
6. Are you affiliated with a specific branch or mansion of Rastafari? Why or why
not?
7. Are you the only member of your family that is Rastafari?
8. Were you a religious person before becoming Rasta? And of what faith tradition
were you a member?
9. Do you currently practice any other faith?
10. How important is Rastafari to you?
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11. How do you view the Bible?
12. My last question in this section is how and where do you practice your faith?

Rasta and Other Religions
1. How do you see obeah (vodou, Santeria, Candomblè, Shango, Ifa) as a
Rastafarian?
2. Do you believe in spirits?
3. Have you ever felt or experience ghosts, spirits, or duppies?
4. Have you ever gone to an obeahman; if so, why?
5. What about, duppies (ghosts) - do you think they are real, or do you believe in
them?
6. Who is Jesus?
7. What do you think about ancestor worship like how some Africans pour libation
to the long-departed ancestors?
8. Do you know the maroons in Jamaica? Have you ever visited any maroon
community?
9. How do Rastas see the maroons and what relations is there between maroons and
Rastas?

Jah, Spirit, and Power
1. I now would like to ask you some specific questions about His Majesty and how
Rastafarians think about God. Who is Hailie Selassie I?
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2. How would you respond to the challenge that Hailie Selassie I is dead therefore
your god is dead?
3. Is it a problem that Hailie Selassie was never a Rasta man?
4. How do you communicate with Jah?
5. Have you ever seen Jah? If not, has Jah ever revealed himself to you and how?
6. What do you understand by power?
7. Some Rastas talk about Jah as spirit, what do you make of that statement?
8. Where is Jah today? I mean, where does Jah live?
9. What kind of power do you have as a Rasta?

Women and Rastafari?
1. I have a few more questions about women and Rastafari. Tell me, how do Rastas
view women in Rastafari?
2. Do you think women are oppressed?
3. Do you think Rastawomen have the same connection to Jah as Rastamen?
4. What do you think is the proper role of women in Rastafari and in society?
5. How do you see Empress Menen? Is she divine and in what sense?

Reparations and Repatriation
1. Rastas often talk about Babylon. Where is Babylon and how do you reconcile
living in Babylon as a Rasta?
2. What is the place of Ethiopia in Rastafari understanding (overstanding)?
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3. The Government of Jamaica recently offered reparations to Rastafarians for the
Coral Garden incident but many Rastas reject this offer, why do you think many
of the Rastas are opposed to this reparation?

I need to ask you a few short questions about yourself as we wrap up this interview.
1. Would you mind telling me your age?
2. Where were you born?
3. What kind of work do you do?
4. What is the highest level of school you’ve completed?
5. Do you eat meat?
6. Do you practice ityal?
7. Do you smoke marijuana?

Closing: Thank you very much for your participation in this study. I’m sure your
information will be very useful. I would like to assure you that it will be kept confidential
if you so desire. Do you prefer that I cite you directly or would you like to have your
identity kept anonymous (Indicate by circling CITE or ANONYMITY). Please contact
me if you have any questions or clarification.
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