










































































CHARISMA, ROUTINIZATION, AND RASTAFARI 11

“from without™ It firsz changes the material and social order, and #hrough them the people, by changing the
conditions of adaptation, and perhaps the opportunities for adaptation, through a rational determination of means
and ends.”

On the other hand, charisma produces change by effecting “subjective or znternal reorientation,” which may then
produce “a radical alteration of the central attitudes and directions of actions with a completely new orientation of all
attitudes toward the different problems of the wotld.”?' Thus, chatisma and rationalization do not really conflict. On
the contrary, Webet's treatment suggests that ongoing change is only possible as the processes of rationalization and
charismatic eruption operate in dynamic tension. Thoroughgoing rationalization, which Weber believes has become
characteristic of Western society, will solidify into an iron cage, which robs people of their intuition, creativity, and

> and charismatic eruption, without routinization (a rationalizing process), will be an eminently transitory

freedom;?
phenomenon having no lasting effect on social change.” Therefore, according to Weber, the evolution of cultural and
social systems turns on two foci: gradual adjustments of the means that people use to achieve the ends they desire and
the sudden eruption of essentially new forces embodied in and expressed by individuals who claim special gifts or

special revelation.

Charisma and Legitimate Domination

The other context in which Weber's treatment of charisma belongs is his sociology of domination. Weber defines
domination as the likelihood that the commands given by a person, or groups of persons, will be obeyed by those to
whom the commands are given.** Having noticed that the domination of some by others is a universal phenomenon,
Weber raises the question of what disposes some people to obey others. In answering this question, he notes that
people obey others for different reasons. Some people's acceptance of the authority of others is simply a matter of
custom, habit, or self-interest. They obey because that is what they have always done or because they derive some
economic, political, or ideal benefits from submitting to the authority of others.”> Others obey because those in power
have an administrative apparatus that threatens non- compliance with some form of punishment, including the
withholding of resources and privileges or the use of physical force.”® Weber argues that no system of domination is
satisfied to have compliance based only on habit, self-interest, or threat of punishment. “Every system,” he says,
“attempts
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to establish and cultivate the belief in its legitimacy.””” Wherever this attempt succeeds, compliance is a result of a belief
that those commanding obedience have a legitimate basis to do so. Weber calls this /fgizimate domination, or authority,
and he identifies three types of such domination: traditional, based on accumulated customs; rational-legal, based on
standards arrived at by accepted procedures; and charismatic, based on personal appeal.

Traditional domination is believed to be legitimate because it is based on the acceptance of the cumulative beliefs and
customs that have accrued and precedents that have been established in a particular culture. Patriarchal households
and patrimonial estates provide the best examples of social systems where the exercise of authority invokes this type of
legitimacy.”® Domination or the exercise of authority may also be justified because it is based on accepted rules and
procedures, which have been legally constituted and instituted and which stipulate that certain persons holding certain
positions have the right to exercise authority over others. This type of domination is called rational-legal authority, and
finds its highest expression in the bureaucracies of the Western wotld.”” The third type of domination eschews both
legal and traditional norms and procedures and finds legitimacy in the belief that those demanding compliance with
their commands are endowed with extraordinary qualities and exceptional powers (qualities and powers not accessible
to ordinary persons), which predestine them to lead others.”” This is charismatic authority, and it is characteristic of
leaders who do not attain their positions on the bases of age-old traditions or by procedures rationally arrived at and
legally instituted, but on the basis of their claims to special powers, inspiration, or revelations.

In periods of relative stability, the transfer of power from one individual to another takes place according to normative
procedures, whether they have been arrived at traditionally or rationally. However, societal stress, institutional crises,
and social conflicts may lead to the weakening, if not the demise, of traditional and rational-legal authority and to the
emergence of charismatic leadership. Conversely, because of the unstable nature of charisma, it tends to remain the
basis of authority only for brief periods, after which it is replaced by traditional or rational-legal structures.

The Meaning of Charisma and Routinization

Having established the relationship of charisma and routinization to Webet's broader concerns, I will proceed to
outline Webet's theory of charisma and routinization in more detail. According to Weber, in its putrest form, charisma
is
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a certain quality of an individual personality by virtue of which he is considered extraordinary and treated as
endowed with supernatural, superthuman, or at least specifically exceptional powers and qualities.”!

What is obvious is that, while legal and traditional authorities are based on established norms, which give leaders the
right to demand certain courses of action from their followers, the authority of charismatic leaders is based solely on
the force of their personalities and on their ability to attract a following and to evoke loyalty. Speaking of the manner in
which prophets become leaders, Weber says, “They do not receive their mission from any human agency, but seize it,
as it were.”? Weber claims that charisma, in its purest and most potent form, “transforms all values and breaks all
traditional and rational norms,”” and it “overturns all [established] notions of sanctity” and propriety.* In other words,
since authority is vested in the individual whose right to rule is legitimated by charisma, the norms of the external or
established order do not hold sway over such an individual. Followers or potential followers are likewise called to
march to a different drumbeat—the one sounded by the charismatic leader.

The genius of charismatic leaders is their ability to embody and articulate a certain mission with which others identify
and to which they commit themselves.” The identification of groups of people with the message of charismatic
personages is necessary for the formation of charismatic communities. Otherwise, those claiming charismatic qualities
will remain isolated individuals and are likely to be regarded as eccentric.

Because charismatic leadership is dependent on its recognition by followers, leaders are frequently called upon to
validate their possession of charisma by the demonstration of “magical powers, revelations, heroism or other
extraordinary gifts”*® To maintain recognition of their charismatic qualities, charismatic leaders must continue to
furnish proofs and achieve successes that are of some benefit (psychological, political, or economic) to their followers.
Otherwise, their ability to command awe and devotion will wane and eventually disappear.”’

This leads to the question of the milieu and conditions that are likely to generate a charismatic eruption. Weber makes
only brief references to the sociohistorical conditions favoring the emergence of charismatic leadership, and in each
case, he characterizes those conditions as extraordinary. He notes, “All ex#raordinary needs, i.e., those which #ranscend
the sphere of everyday economic routines, have always been satisfied in an entirely heterogenous manner: on a
charismatic basis.”® From this, he extrapolates that charismatic leaders are persons outside the routine power structute,
who emerge as “ ‘natural’ leaders in moments of distress—whether
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psychic, physical, economic, ethical, religious, or political”””” In another reference he asserts that charisma “arises out
of the anxiety and enthusiasm of an extraordinary situation.” In yet another reference, Weber postulates, “The
charisma of the hero or the magician is immediately activated whenever an extraordinary event occurs: a major hunting
expedition, a drought or some other danger precipitated by the wrath of the demons and especially a military threat.”*!

These references reveal Weber's image of charismatic figures as those leaders who ate able to summon the will of their
followers to deal with societal exigencies not amenable to the solutions proposed by the normative order. These
leaders emerge “during times of crisis, when traditional ways of doing things seem inappropriate, outmoded and
inadequate to the problems confronting people.”** Therefore, in its essence, charismatic authority is innovative because
it calls would-be followers to new ideological orientations and practices and seeks to effect changes in the social order.

For Weber, the charismatic eruption is by its nature unstable and temporary. Charisma, in its purest form, only exists at
the moment of its initial emergence. In Webert's words, “It cannot remain stable, but becomes either traditionalized or
rationalized or a combination of both””* So Weber argues that, for the charismatic eruption to have perpetual
existence, it has to become transformed and routinized in line with the material and ideal interests of the charismatic
community.*

While material or ideal interests are the internal or social-psychological motivations for the routinization of the
charismatic community, there are objective factors pressing the demand for routinization. Weber identifies these
factors as the problem of succession at the passing of the original charismatic leader, the problem of economic support
(the pressure to secure a more regularized and rational source of financial support than free- will gifts), and the
problem of administration (the need to establish formal procedures for recruiting new members and to foster
relationships and exercise authority by some means other than personal appeal).*

There are three distinct emphases in Weber's discussion of the routinization of charisma. The first involves the
formation and perpetuation of a group, society, or movement based on the initial charismatic impetus. The second is
concerned with how authority is gained and legitimated in the movement after the passing of the charismatic
personage. The third deals with how the ideas or message born in the charismatic eruption may become embedded in
the social fabric of the society. Weber explains the first two in some detail, but merely hints at the third.

In Weber's first emphasis, routinization refers to the process by which a charismatic eruption becomes a social or
religious movement and gains a
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state of permanence and a recognizable place in the life of the society* A routinized movement is therefore one that
has gained regular and predictable modes of existence, rather than an existence that is dependent on the personal
dictates of a charismatic leader. At this point, Weber's discussion of routinization is primarily devoted to the
institutionalization of the initial charismatic experience. He emphasizes the fact that the community that gathered
around a charismatic leader is later transformed into a state, church, sect, academy, school, party, newspaper, or
periodical.*’ This means that the informal personal relationships, that usually characterize a charismatic community are
transformed into an organizational hierarchy in which there are formal rules that govern relationships and the exercise
of authority. Also, this typically means that the charismatic message, which is usually freely uttered by the charismatic
leader under the claim of inspiration or revelation, becomes solidified into “dogma, doctrine, theory, reglement, law or
petrified traditon.”*®

Weber's second emphasis is on how successive leaders are chosen and how their authority is legitimated. With the
passing of charismatic leaders, the members of the movements founded on the leaders' personal appeal must decide
who are going to become the new leaders and how they are going to be chosen. According to Weber, this may be
decided in one of several ways: (1) by appointment on the basis of established criteria of charismatic qualities, (2) by
appointment through the use of oracles, (3) by designation of a successor by the original charismatic leader, (4) by
appointment by the administrative staff or election by the community, (5) by succession according to heredity, or (6) by
achievement of the qualifications of leadership through ordination or education.” The end result is that the authority
of successive leaders is legitimated, not by virtue of their extraordinary gifts or special relationships to God, but by
some secondary agents, either their predecessors or those they wish to lead, or by some established procedures.
Though second- and third-generation leaders have the right to exercise authority—and some have almost total
authority over their followers—their authority is not based on pure charisma but on “depersonalized charisma.” That
is, the right to exercise authority over others does not inhere in the special qualities of these leaders or in their calling by
God, but in the positon they occupy in a traditional or rational organization.”® Depersonalized charisma can take at
least three forms. It may become transferable, as in “lineage charisma,” where leadership resides in a family and is
transferred from one member to another according to established traditions. It may be acquired, usually through
education or training, Or it may become attached to an office, which one comes to occupy through appointment or
ordination.

Weber's third emphasis is often missed by his interpreters. This emphasis
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involves essential elements of the charismatic ethos becoming incorporated into the social fabric of the society. Weber
argues that all or some elements of the charismatic ethos may penetrate existing structures and become “fused with
them in the most diverse forms, so that it [trans- formed charisma] becomes a mere component of a concrete
historical structure. In this case it is often transformed beyond recognition, and identifiable only on an analytical level.
2 In this case, charisma does not become transformed into an organized institution, but the ideas, concerns, and
practices of the charismatic community become diffused in or assimilated by the wider society, thereby exerting
influence on the society in a manner similar to how the Protestant ethic became a pervasive and vital element of
Western capitalism. This aspect of routinization remains undeveloped in Webet's discussion, but it is of particular
importance to this study.

A Critique of Weber's Theory

Weber's theory of charisma and routinization has been subjected to much criticism, especially from subsequent social
movement theorists. In this section, I maintain that while these criticisms identify weaknesses in Webet's theory, they
do not constitute an invalidation of the theory as a whole. My focus is on several issues: the social location of the
charismatic leader, the sociohistorical preconditions favoring charismatic eruption, the elements (or sources) that
converge to give form to the charismatic message, and the nature and substance of the routinization process.

The Social Location of Charismatic Leaders

Some scholars have taken Weber to task for characterizing charismatic leaders as emerging from and operating outside
of the routine structures of their societies. Theodore Long, for instance, argues that charismatic eruption can take place
within relatively ordinary situations and that the charismatic personality can arise from within the establishment or the
routine structures of the society.® Peter Berger also challenges the notion that the charismatic personality has to be
from outside the power structure, arguing that the Old Testament prophets were professionals within the cultic
institutions of Israel.*

Although there is some validity to these criticisms, they are not as weighty as they first appear. First, not all so-called
prophets represent Webet's ideal-typical charismatic personality. Berger himself makes reference to Webet's distinction
between prophets who are religious functionaries
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within the cultus and prophets who are driven by a sense of divine mission.” Weber, therefore, recognizes that some
so-called prophets routinely function as diviners, healers, and counselors. Such were many of the court prophets of
Israel. But the prophets who are the ideal-typical bearers of charisma do not function according to preestablished
codes. Their activities are determined by their sense of mission, which is given to them not by the cultus but by divine
revelation. In the Old Testament, therefore, Amos, who disclaimed any link to the religious institutions of Israel,
represents the genuine charismatic type, not the diviners connected to the cultus nor the court prophets who were the
king's political and military counselors.™

Second, Weber is aware that someone within routine structures may indeed become the bearer of charisma and initiate
charismatic activities within those structures or become antagonistic to those structures. Writing about political party
bureaucracies, he states:

In normal times such a bureaucratic apparatus, more or less consistently developed, controls the party's course,
including the vitally important nomination of candidates. However, in times of great public excitement, charismatic
leaders may emerge even in solidly bureaucratized parties, as was demonstrated by Roosevelt's campaign in 1912. If
there is a “hero,” he will endeavor to break the technician's hold over the party by imposing plebiscitary designation
and possibly by changing the whole machinery of nomination. Such an eruption of charisma, of course, always faces
the resistance of the normally predominant pros, especially the bosses who control and finance the party and
maintain routine operations.”’

Therefore, a court prophet can conceivably become a genuine charismatic prophet upon receiving new revelations or
upon having an encounter with the divine. Isaiah is an example of such a case. Prior to his visionary encounter with
God (Isa. 6), he was apparently a counselor at the king's court. Thereafter, he became Yahweh's mouthpiece and
crusaded against the decadence of his society.

Notwithstanding the possibility of the emergence of charismatic activities within routine structures, by their very
nature routine structures are less fertile ground for such activities and are, therefore, less amenable to the emergence of
charismatic influences. The sector of society that benefits the least from the routine structures, especially during
periods of stress and social unrest, tends to be the most fruitful ground for charismatic eruptions. Weber's studies, as
well as the history of charismatic religious and political activities, show that the charismatic leaders who have effected
the most enduring changes have usually been marginal to and operated outside of the normative institutions of their
societies and the status
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quos of their times (for example, Jesus, Mohammed, Gandhi, Buddha, Martin Luther King, Jr., and Elijah
Muhammad).

Sociohistorical Conditions and the Eruption of Charisma

Weber provides substantial treatment of the meaning of charisma, the personal qualities of the bearer of charisma, and
the character of the charismatic community. However, beyond stating that the conditions are extraordinary, he
uncharacteristically provides no analytic treatment of the objective factors favoring the emergence of charismatic
movements. Subsequent social movement theorists have sought to provide more definitive answers to the question of
why social movements emerge. The scholarly efforts to date may be subsumed under four theories: relative
deprivation, mass society, structural strain, and resource mobilization.

Much has been written about these theories, and an extensive analysis of each is not possible in this context.”®

Therefore, I present here only what each theory considers to be the critical factors that facilitate the rise of social
movements. According to relative deprivation theory, the primary impetus for the rise of social movements is
discontent, which emanates from the perception by a group of people that they have been barred from the resources
they deserve.”” For mass society theory, the threats of insignificance and anonymity that people feel in complex
societies drive them to form social movements as the means of establishing identity and belongingness.”” Structural
strain theory sees a convergence of several objective conditions as responsible for the emergence of social movements:
(1) structural conduciveness, that is, highly differentiated institutions, significant conflict of interests, and significant
social problems, (2) the experience of “strain” by a group (or groups) of people as a result of economic, political,
ecological, or demographic factors, (3) the emergence of generalized beliefs, which explain the causes, consequences
and solutions to the strain being experienced, (4) certain precipitating factors, or events that set off collective action, (5)
mobilization for action, that is, activities aimed at securing support and following, and (6) the absence of stifling social
control.! Claiming that discontent and strain are inherent in all societies, the resource mobilization theory contends
that the critical factor affecting the emergence of social movements is the availability of the resources, human and
material, necessary to sustain the new movement.*®

I will not review the individual strengths and weaknesses of these theories in this context, but I will make three broad
observations about how these theories relate to Weber's view of the emergence of charisma. First, these theories, with
the exception of the structural strain theory, run the
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risk of reductionism. By seeking to identify the one factor critical to the origin of social movements, they fall into the
trap of monocausality. Because of the complex nature of social phenomena, the isolation of a single causal factor for a
particular social movement is difficult, if not impossible. It is therefore even more difficult to identify one factor as
decisive in the emergence of all social movements. The origins of social movements are likely to be explained more
adequately by theories that recognize that several factors usually converge to give rise to new movements and that in
one instance a particular set of factors may be more decisive, while in another instance, a different set of factors may be
more critical. This leads to my second observation.

Some theories focus on social-psychological factors as decisive and causative in the emergence of social movements
(relative deprivation and mass society), while others focus more on social-structural factors (re- source mobilization
and structural strain). However, they all recognize that both social-structural and social-psychological factors are
involved in the emergence of social movements.* For example, James C. Davies, who is a proponent of the theory that
movements for revolutionary change originate in the discontent that people feel, points out that the feeling of
discontent is often generated by fluctuations in individuals' economic or political fortunes, or by the fact that their
possessions and positions do not match those of their reference groups.®* Mass society theorists admit that it is the
complexities of modern society that generate in people the feeling of insignificance, which drives them to create
organizations as shields against the loss of personal identity. Structural strain theoreticians, while proposing a
convergence of several “objective” factors, recognize that some factors are structural (structural conduciveness) and
others are social-psychological (generalized perception of the causes, consequences, and potential solutions of the
particular strain in the society). The resource mobilization theory argues for the availability of material and human
resources as the critical elements in the rise of successful social movements. However, it is almost self-evident that
resources by themselves do not produce a movement. These resources must be utilized by human actors with
psychological motivations.

The recognition of both social-psychological and social-structural factors in the emergence of social movements to
some degree reaffirms Weber's basic thesis. He contends that a charismatic movement typically arises in “unusual,
especially political or economic situations, or from extraordinary psychic, particularly religious states, or from both
together. It arises from collective excitement produced by extraordinary events and from surrender to heroism of any
kind.”® Although Weber does not elaborate on these brief remarks, they cleatly reveal his awareness that
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both social-structural and social-psychological factors contribute to the emergence of charismatic movements. Thus 1
conclude that these theories, instead of refuting Weber's conclusions concerning the origins of charismatic movements,
only make distinct a number of factors already implied by Weber.

Third, these theories seek to make pronouncements concerning all types of social movements. Thus, they are
concerned with a wide range of phenomena of which charismatic movements form a subcategory. This is particularly
true of the discussion of social movements in Western industrial societies. A significant number of these movements
are pressure groups with a limited number of objectives vis-a-vis the established authority. In other words, the
objective of these groups is to get the government (or other established authorities) to address their particular
concerns. They do not declare the established social order illegitimate and seek to replace it with their own ideal, and
therefore, they are not charismatic movements in the sense that Weber indicated. Furthermore, from their inception,
they are organized in a manner that Weber would call rational-legal. Because of the latitude of these theories, their
conclusions are only applicable to charismatic social movements at the most general level. They do not address the
origin or character of charismatic movements with any specificity.

Having made these observations, I would like to suggest that Ann Ruth Willner's theoretical construction of the
preconditions necessary for the emergence of charismatic political activities is more compelling, because it makes up
for the shortcomings of these theories. It sets out to elaborate and to make more precise Webet's rather ambiguous
statements concerning the conditions necessary for the emergence of charismatic leaders. It does this while refusing to
fall into reductionism. Moreover, it combines social-structural (political and economic), social-psychological, and
personal factors in the explanation of the rise of charismatic movements.

Drawing on a diversity of charismatic political movements (Gandhi's in India, Sukarno's in Indonesia, and Nkrumah's
in Ghana), Willner describes the conditions in which the charismatic phenomenon is likely to appear as “some
convergence of social and psychological needs of people and of the situations of institutional failure in which they find
themselves.”” Three sets of conditions usually converge to constitute what Willner calls the “frustration-eruption
formula” necessary for the emergence of charismatic leadership. The first set of conditions is latent, which refer to a
state of imbalance and instability in the social order, which may manifest itself in intergroup conflicts and in the
marginalization of certain groups in the society. The second set is precipitant situations, which refer to events or crises
that are likely to intensify instability, conflicts, and marginalization. The
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third set is perceptual reactions, which have to do with the cognitive and emotional manner in which people perceive
and experience the latent conditions and the precipitant situations.*®

Willner is quick to point out, however, that these objective conditions and the perceptions that people bring to them
do not by themselves lead inevitably to the generation of charismatic leadership as Weber seems to indicate in his
statement “The charisma of the hero or the magician is immediately activated whenever an extraordinary event occurs.
7% She notes that extreme deptivation and situations of alienation may exist for a long time without the emergence of a
chatismatic leader, even when there are many aspirants for leadership positions.” The extraordinary (to use Webet's
term) situation or “situation of acute social crisis” must converge with the emergence of charismatic personalities who
are able to creatively embody and articulate the grievances, feelings, and expectations of those for whom they will
become leaders.”! Willner argues that the charismatic personalities may be instrumental in creating the conditions
necessary for their own emergence as charismatic leaders. They often define the situation and raise to consciousness
the dire realities of alienation and deprivation. For example, she argues that many Indians, Indonesians, and Ghanians
were not aware of how dismal their situations were until Gandhi, Sukarno, and Nkrumah, respectively, articulated the
social, political, and economic contradictions under which they lived.”

Other scholars concur with Willner on this point. Cutlew O. Thomas and Barbara Boston-Thomas demonstrate that
for a long time blacks in the United States faced “widespread psychological insecurity,” extensive political and
economic deprivation, and institutional failure to deal with the society's underlying racism. However, it was only as
these conditions were combined with the charismatic leadership of W. D. Fard and Elijah Muhammad that the Nation
of Islam emerged in the 1930s.” Similarly, Robert Alun Jones and Robert M. Anservitz argue that the rise of Saint-
Simonism in France in the 1820s was due to the convergence between the social dislocation of the French Jews after
the Bourbon Restoration (1815) and the charismatic appeal and message of Saint-Simon.™

Therefore, the eruption of the distinctly charismatic phenomenon most typically occurs when and where there is a
convergence of a societal crisis with charismatic leadership. The societal crisis may be precipitated by social, political, or
economic deprivation, public disorder, or feelings of alienation and discontent. The charismatic leadet's blend of
personal style and message must appropriately embody and express the deeply felt needs of those caught in the throes
of tension-filled sociohistorical circumstances. Furthermore, the would-be charismatic leader must be able to articulate
an attractive alternative vision that purpotts to remedy the existing crisis.”
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Sources of the Charismatic Message

Weber's treatment of charisma leaves one with the impression that the substance—the ideological content and the
social posture—of the charismatic eruption emerges ex nihilo. In characterizing Weber's view of charisma, Jones and
Anservitz say that “charisma thus represents the sudden eruption of quite zew forces, often linked to quite new ideas.””
Weber's emphasis on the newness of these forces and ideas is probably an attempt to escape Marx's reductionism,
which contends that all ideas are products or reflections of the economic substructure. Weber wishes to establish that
ideas (especially religious ideas) do have a life of their own and cannot always be explained in reference to the
economic substructures.

However, though there is always a certain novelty to the charismatic message, further examination will reveal that
elements of this message are often distilled from ideas that have had currency in some elements of the society. Several
scholars writing from within the Weberian tradition fill out Weber's theory on this point. Anthony Wallace discusses
the role of charismatic leaders in the “mazeway reformulation,” which is characteristic of revitalization movements,
and comes to this conclusion:

Whether the movement is religious or secular, the reformulation of the mazeway generally seems to depend on a
restructuring of elements and subsystems which have already attained currency in society and may even be in use,
and which are known to the person who is to become prophet or leader.”

In analyzing the charismatic message of Saint-Simon, Jones and Anservitz come to a similar conclusion. They point
out that Saint-Simon's “New Christianity,” drew heavily on two sources: the Christian notion that all persons should
love one another and the “Jewish hope for the coming of a Messianic Era.”” In fact, Saint-Simonism indicates that the
appeal of the charismatic message is derived not only from the fact that it addresses the existential circumstances of a
certain cross section of the society, but also from its ability to give fresh expression to ideas already extant in this sector
of society. More specifically, Saint-Simonism was attractive to the French Jews not only because it promised them
freedom from discrimination, but also because it gave expression to their already existing belief in industrial and
commercial activities as the means to higher status and to their belief in the coming of a messianic era.”

In the same vein, Ann Ruth Willner and Dorothy Willner indicate that part of the appeal of charismatic leaders comes
from their ability to associate themselves with the traditions of a certain group of people:
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Specific to the charismatic leader, according to our theory, is the role of myths in validating his authority. His appeal,
therefore, can best be understood by reference to the body of myths in a given culture that his strategy taps and
manipulates, and the actions and values associated with and sanctioned by these myths. In brief, the charismatic
leader is charismatic, because, in the breakdown of other means of legitimizing authority, he is able to evoke and
associate with himself the sacred symbols of the culture.*’

Richard H. Dekmejian and Margaret ]. Wyszomirski express a similar point of view: “The revolutionary nature of the
message does not preclude the selective incorporation of certain of the prevailing values and symbols. In this sense
there is continuity between old and new: the leader selectively invokes history, myths and past heroes to reinforce the
sanctity of his mission.”®!

Whether they are embodied in symbols, myths, folklore, history, or even a certain attitude toward the society, extant
ideas often become sources from which the charismatic personalities distill their message. As we will see in the case of
Rastafari, these sources are to be found in the traditions and attitudes of mind that oppressed Jamaicans developed
over centuries of exploitation and deprivation. The ability of Rastafari to survive without a centralized organization,
therefore, is best explained by the fact that it draws on ideas and attitudes that were long prevalent among the lower
classes in Jamaica. Thus, without formal organizational structures and rationalized strategies, Rastafari has been able to
tap into the predisposition of many in the society.

Routinization of Charisma

Weber's treatment of routinization presents a charismatic movement with two options: institutionalization or demise.
In other words, the charismatic movement must take on a formal institutional structure, whether rational or
traditional, and must accommodate itself to the routines of life in the society, or it will face extinction. Mayer N. Zald
and Roberta Ash argue that Weber's limitation of the alternatives to either demise or institutionalization is constrictive
and becomes a kind of “iron law””® They point out that in addition to or in place of institutionalization and
accommodation, there are various other transformations that are possible. These include “coalitions with other
organizations, organizational disappearances, factional splits, increased rather than decreased radicalism, and the
like.”® The kind of transformation that is experienced, according to Zald and Ash, depends on several factors: the
character of the movement (inclusive or exclusive), its ability to sustain a support
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base, its ability to maintain and achieve its goals, its ability to develop stable leadership, and the changing conditions
and sentiments within the society at large.™

Strictly speaking, Zald and Ash are dealing specifically with social movement organizations (SMOs) and not with social
movements per se. Social movement organizations are not coterminous with social movements. SMOs are usually
created within social movements and are usually in the forefront in espousing the ideas and pursuing the goals of the
social movements. However, social movements generally embrace many adherents who have no organizational links to
the SMOs.* In consequence, the insights of Zald and Ash atre specifically applicable to the fate of SMOs, the very
existence of which Weber and others view as indicative of the beginning of the routinization process.* However, some
of Zald and Ash's insights are modifications of Weber's view of routinization. Particularly relevant is their postulation
that the fate of a social movement depends to some extent on the vicissitudes of its relationship with the wider society,
and that the character of the movement affects its chances of survival and the nature of its organizational structure. I
concur with Zald and Ash on this point, but would add that the fate of a new movement, and particularly a charismatic
movement, is also linked to the ability of its ideas and practices to became absorbed into the mainstream of the life of
the society in which it emerges and operates.

For Weber, the factors influencing the routinization of charismatic movements are the problems of succession, support
(economic), and organization. While these problems constitute the internal factors contributing to routinization, Weber
fails to acknowledge that there are also external factors. Also critical for the survival or demise of a new movement are
the vicissitudes of its relationship with the wider society, particularly the manner in which the guardians of the status
quo respond to the movement and the quality and intensity of the public sentiments that the movement elicits. That
Weber pays no attention to these factors in discussing the routinization of charisma is rather surprising. Since charisma
represents an eruption of “new’ forces that directly or indirectly challenge the legitimacy of the established order, some
form of reaction or response from the established order is to expected. The nature of the reaction, as well as the ability
of the new movement to deal with it, will to a large extent determine the survivability of the movement.”” Hence, to the
problems of succession, support, and organization must be added the problem of dealing with the response or reaction
of the wider society.

As one of the indices of routinization, Weber identifies the development or adoption of hierarchical/bureaucratic
structures. However, the Rastafarian movement demonstrates that these structures are not the
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only means available. The preference shown by Weberian scholars to look for rational, bureaucratic institutions as the
index for routinization probably belies their uncritical acceptance of the modernization paradigm—secular
rationalization—which purports to explain social change in the modern world. But as Paget Henry points outs,
while the modernization paradigm may be used to explain social and cultural changes in modern industrial societies,
many changes in societies petipheral to the industrial world occur through the manipulation of symbolic structures.® I
will add to Henry's observation that movements for social change in these societies are often not united by a
bureaucratic structure or centralized organization, but by what I call a shared ideological-symbolic-ritual ethos. The
research of Barry Chevannes concerning the relationship between Afro-Christian religions and Rastafari bears out this
point. He finds that the unifying element in Rastafari, as in the Afro-Christian traditions, is not a centralized
organization but “a fairly uniform system of beliefs,” shared symbols, and symbolic actions.*

Furthermore, instead of becoming institutionalized as a rational-legal bureaucracy or traditional organization, as
Webet's theory emphasizes, a charismatic movement may become a diffused social/cultural force. Jones and
Anservitz, in their study of Saint-Simonism in nineteenth-century France, conclude that while Saint-Simonism failed to
achieve continuity as an identifiable social movement, Saint-Simonist ideas of progress through scientific and industrial
innovations became the impetus for many early French industrialists. Such ventures as the building of the Suez Canal,
the building of the French railway, and the creation of financial institutions were all undertaken under the influence of
ideas postulated by Saint- Simon.” The point is that the ideas of a chatismatic personality became a significant force in
the social/cultural development of modern French society.

Theodore Long points to the effect of charismatic movements on what he calls “culture formation.” Long illustrates
this by drawing on Weber's study of prophecy in ancient Israel. He calls attention to the fact that while the prophetic
movement did not result in a permanent religious/social organization, the ideas of the prophets became formative in
the development of Israelite/Jewish culture in the post-exilic era:

The pre-exilic prophets had created the resource for culture-building in their call to maintain the covenant with
God. Though it had fallen mostly on deaf ears before, that proclamation planted the cultural seed that was
cultivated in captivity and grew to sustain a nation which otherwise would not have been. Only after the prophets
are gone do the effects of their prophecy become manifest in the “ . . . subjective or internal
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alteration of the central system of attitudes and directions of action with a completely new orientation of all attitudes
toward the different problems and structures of the world.””!

Long goes on to point out that charismatic activities may not lead to the creation of a new movement; rather the long-
term outcome of these activities “may center on culture as much or more than on social organization,” and the
outcome “will depend on historical and situational factors operating at the time, as well as the emergent trajectory of
and response to the prophetic effort itself.””

The impact of the charismatic ethos and ideas as cultural forces falls within the ambit of Weber's theory. As already
mentioned, one of his overriding theoretical concerns is how ideas have a life of their own and how they may influence
social and cultural changes. The reason he does not pursue this possibility in his discussion of routinization in this
context, I believe, is due to the fact that he is focusing on the legiimation of authority. Therefore, his treatment of
routinization is understandably focused on what happens in the authority structure of the new movement to change
the mode of legitimation from charismatic to traditional or rational-legal, and not on how the movement affects the
society as a whole. However, the idea of routinization as cultural formation is of particular importance for the study of
Rastafari. While there are questions concerning whether or not Rastafari constitutes a cohesive movement, there is no
denying that for the last forty years of the twentieth century Rastafari was the most dominant force influencing the
development of popular culture in Jamaica.

Conclusion

One of Weber's enduring contributions to the study of sociology is his development and use of ideal types as tools to
be employed in the quest for the interpretive understanding of social phenomena. Charisma and routinization are two
types that have significant heuristic value. Despite the various criticisms of Webet's theory, charisma as a concept does
identify a type of authority that is distinct from rational-legal and traditional authorities. Furthermore, routinization is
an appropriate conceptualization of the process by which new movements assure their perpetuity and become
entrenched in society.

I must point out that Weber does not conceive ideal types as static entities, which never change once they are
constructed. With the growth in knowledge and understanding of the facts, ideal types may be modified,
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corrected, elaborated, or abandoned. In the case of Webert's theory of charisma and routinization, the various criticisms
reveal that it is a tool that needs to be sharpened or improved, not abandoned. Berger's categorization of his own
criticisms of Weber is quite applicable to the criticisms raised earlier: “They do not invalidate the ideal-typical
construction of charismatic authority as against traditional and legal-rational authority. More importantly, these
modifications in no way weaken Webet's sociological elaboration of the process of routinization of charisma.”” I am
therefore embracing Webet's concepts of charisma and routinization, while proposing several revisions in his overall
theory.

First, the fundamental assumption that seems to inform Webet's theory is that leaders and leadership are the most
significant variables producing social change. Therefore, his theory of charisma and routinization focuses primarily on
leaders and leadership in the creation and maintenance of new social movements. I contend that leaders are but one
variable in the complex social and historical contexts that produce charismatic movements. As Willner's research on
charismatic leadership demonstrates, the rise of charismatic movements is linked to a combination of social and
historical factors, including latent conditions (social stress, instability, rivalry, and conflict), perceptual reactions
(emotional and cognitive responses) to those conditions, precipitant situations (which heighten stress and instability
and trigger collective action), and persuasive leadership (which embodies the people's feelings, invokes their traditions,
and addresses their aspirations).

Second, leaders and the institutions they forge constitute only one of the factors that may facilitate the entrenchment
and perpetuity of these movements. The routinization of a new movement is not bound exclusively or necessarily to
the development of hierarchical leadership and administrative structures. In addition to leadership/administrative
structures, routinization is affected by how the rank and file of the movement relates to the ideas, symbols, and rituals
that constitute the ethos of the movement. Furthermore, the new movement exists within the context of a wider
society, which may facilitate or hinder its development. Therefore, any theory of routinization must take into
consideration the dynamics of the movement's relationship with the wider society, especially its relationship with the
guardians of the establishment. In the same vein, the ability of the new movement to engage and shape the culture
within which it exists is a key factor determining whether the movement will establish itself permanently in the society.
As Long and Jones and Anservitz indicate, the entrenchment of a charismatic movement may not be in the institutions
it creates and perpetuates, but in its influence on culture formation.
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This leads to my third modification of Weber's theory. In Weber's theory, the end product of routinization is either an
organization with a rational-legal leadership structure or one with a traditional structure. As my analysis of the
Rastafarian movement will show, a movement may develop a reticulate or weblike structure without recourse to a
centralized or hierarchical organization.

With the above modifications in mind, I now turn to my analysis of the emergence and entrenchment of Rastafari in
Jamaica.



2 Dread Uprising

The Emergence of Rastafari

In the previous chapter, I maintained that Weber's theory of charisma is in need of some modifications. I indicated that
the theory should give more precision to the combination of sociohistorical factors that are likely to facilitate the rise of
charismatic leaders. I also contended that the charismatic message, though new in some respects, draws from and
synthesizes ideas that already have currency in some element of the society. With these modifications, Webet's theory
of charisma is a relevant tool for the analysis of the emergence of Rastafari. Here I want to set out the socio-historical
context in which the movement emerged, the sources from which it drew, and the charismatic personality most
responsible for its emergence.

Sociohistorical Context

Both Max Weber and Ann Ruth Willner place the charismatic eruption within the social context of stress or distress.
This is particulatly true of the Rastafarian movement. The latent conditions out of which the Rastafarian movement
emerged were the economic deprivation, political disfranchisement, and cultural alienation that prevailed among Afro-
Jamaicans in the 1920s and 1930s. The precipitant situations were aggravation of the hardship faced by the poor as a
result of tax increases in an economy ravaged by the worldwide depression (1920s and 1930s) and the rekindling of the
hope of liberation occasioned by the crowning of Haile Selassie as emperor of Ethiopia in 1930. The perception of life
in Jamaica as a “Babylonian,” or exile experience, and of Haile Selassie as the messiah/liberator of the African people
constituted the perceptual reaction. Thus the Rastafarian movement emerged among the poor (both urban and rural)
in Jamaica in the early 1930s as a response to both the social realities in Jamaica and the crowning of Haile Selassie in
Ethiopia.

Economic deprivation occurred in the context of the colonial plantation
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system. Of course during slavery the masses had no control over their economic output. They were property used at
their masters' will to maximize their profits. While emancipation (1834—1838) changed the status of former slaves, it
did not substantially improve their economic conditions, and both the British and the local colonial authorities sought
to keep the plantations system intact after emancipation. Land policies sought to keep the former slaves attached to the
plantations by placing certain restrictions on land ownership. Immigration policies led to the importation of indentured
workers from India and Africa in order to depress the wages that the former slaves could demand. Nonetheless, many
former slaves gained access to land with the aid of the nonconformist churches (Baptist, Moravian, and Methodist) or
by squatting on marginal and government lands. On these lands, the former slaves developed into the Jamaican
peasantry in the decades following emancipation.

The late nineteenth century saw a revival of the plantation system through the infusion of British and American capital.
The revival of agri-business led to the concentration of land in the hands of a few, as government-owned lands were
reclaimed from squatters and sold to business interests. Lands formerly considered marginal for agricultural use were
now utilized to produce bananas and coffee. As a result, the peasantry that had emerged after emancipation became
increasingly landless and “agroproletariat,”!
(mostly sugar and banana farms). Furthermore, the expulsion of squatters from government lands in the rural areas
led to an urban explosion as many moved to the city in search of work. As usual, urbanization was accompanied by
massive levels of unemployment and sprawling slums. As already mentioned, tax increases and the depression of the

1920s and 1930s greatly aggravated this already paupetizing situation.”

having to sell their labor for the meager wages offered by big estates

In addition to their economic marginalization, the masses of the poor were all but excluded from the political process.
At the time of the emergence of Rastafari, Jamaica was under Crown Colony rule, a form of direct rule by Britain,
which had been imposed after the 1865 Morant Bay Rebellion. Prior to 1865, the country was ruled by an assembly
whose members were elected by and from the land-owning class. Even the local ruling class willingly gave up its
relative autonomy for fear that emerging “colored” (persons of mixed race, usually from black and white
miscegenation) and black middle classes would become enfranchised and would dominate the political process. The
peasant rebellion in Morant Bay generated even greater fear of the black majority.

Under the Crown Colony statutes, executive and legislative powers were vested in the governor, who was appointed by
the British Crown, and in the Crown Council, the majority of whose members were appointed
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by the governor. Additional members were elected from the local land-owning class. The political system was therefore
responsible to the British government and not to the people it governed. Thus the government was not sensitive nor
responsive to the needs of the people, and the people had no legal means of influencing the political system. Universal
adult suffrage was not granted in Jamaica until 1944. This came as a result of the agitation for political representation
and self-government, which began in the late nineteenth century and escalated in the 1930s.

The cultural alienation that existed (and still continues at some levels) in Jamaican society is best illustrated by the
tension between what Rex Nettleford calls “the melody of Europe, and the rhythm of Africa”™ According to
Nettleford, although the Jamaican populace is mostly of African descent and tends to act according to the rhythms
(modes of being and acting) of their African heritage, the people find themselves in a situation where African cultural
mores and expressions are defined as crude and uncultured, and European values and mores are defined as civilized
and desirable. What is patent in this cultural situation is the imposition of the European ideology of white supremacy
upon Afro-Jamaicans. University of the West Indies social scientist Aggrey Brown refers to this situation as “cultural
invasion.” He writes, “The invaders penetrate the cultural context of another group in disrespect of the latter's
potentialities; they impose their own view of the world upon those they invade and inhibit the creativity of the invaded
by curbing their expression.”

Leahcim Semaj, an adherent of Rastafari and a social scientist, refers to the imposition of European values on the black
masses in Jamaica as “cultural imperialism.” Cultural imperialism occurs when one group imposes its definition of
reality, via “theories, concepts and ideas—meta-physics, epistemology, ethics and even aesthetics—on another.”
According to Semaj, cultural imperialism in Jamaica was even more effective than physical and economic oppression.
While these overt forms of oppression met constant resistance, there was widespread acceptance of the ideas that
associate whiteness with beauty, goodness, and God and that associate blackness with ugliness, evil, and the devil.
Even the black intelligentsia, Semaj points out, accepted European cultural values and found themselves aping
European aesthetics in music, the visual and performing arts, and grooming, The end result was an endemic lack of
self-knowledge and healthy self-identity among Afro-Jamaicans.” Thus the context in which Rastafari emerged and to
which it responded was the denigration of African cultural heritage, values, and forms and the imposition of cultural
values, associated with Great Britain.

These economic, political, and cultural conditions culminated in a period of unrest in the 1920s and 1930s and drew
three clear-cut reactions
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from the Jamaican populace. The first reaction highlighted mainly the interests of the working class, culminated in the
strikes and mass demonstrations of 1938, and crystallized into the trade union movement. The second reaction
reflected the desire of the middle class to control the political institutions of the country, found expression in the
agitation for universal adult suffrage and internal self-government, and culminated in the political independence of
Jamaica in 1962. The third reaction brought to the fore the frustration and disillusionment of the unemployed and
underemployed. Grounded in the history of folk resistance to the imposition of European values on the black masses,
this reaction articulated a profound rejection of Jamaica as the place to achieve human fulfillment, while embracing the
lure of Africa as the paradisiacal homeland. Rastafari is the embodiment of this third reaction.

Historical Roots

According to Willner, the event precipitating the emergence of charismatic activities involves a crisis that heightens the
tensions already rife in the society. She seems to think that the event that acts as a catalyst for the charismatic eruption
is usually negative. However, although the hardships of the 1920s and 1930s were indeed part of the precipitant
situations, the crowning of Ras Tafari (his original name) as Haile Selassie, emperor of Ethiopia, was the main catalytic
event that called the Rastafarian movement into existence. To understand why the crowning of Haile Selassie took on
such significance, we have to recognize that Rastafari has its historical roots within the liberative struggles of the
African diaspora, and that those who founded the movement regarded Selassie as the one who would bring these
struggles to fruition. In Jamaica, this tradition of struggle is best exemplified by the radicalism of African and Afro-
Christian faiths, by the ideology of Ethiopianism, and by Garveyism, all of which fed the Rastafarian movement and
shaped its essential posture as well as many elements of its beliefs.

African and Afro-Christian faiths have a consistent tradition of what musician Bob Matley calls “resisting against the
system.”® At the ideational/spititual level, this resistance was evident in their maintenance of an African-oriented world
view, one that defined the social realities in ways other than those provided by their European masters. In this respect,
African religion with its myths, values, and rituals formed the basis for identity and meaning in an otherwise alienating
situation. But beyond giving the slaves and former slaves a sense of identity, their African religion provided them with
an ideological platform from which to launch their
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resistance against their white masters. For example, from the point of view of the slaves in Jamaica, slavery was an evil
that had its origin in the sorcery of the white masters. Thus “myalism,” which has its roots in African religions, became
an instrument for counteracting the sorcery of the slave masters.” Myalism is often confused with or subsumed under
“obeah” because it is an art of dealing with the spirit world. However, in the strictest sense, myal is really the opposite
of obeah. While obeah is the art of putting hexes on people, usually with an evil intent, myalism is the art of removing
hexes or making people immune to them. The slaves believed that slavery was some kind of hex that their masters had
placed on them. By their myal art, they sought to break that hex.

Even when Africans converted to Christianity, the elements of Christianity to which they showed the greatest affinity
were those that reinforced their Afrocentric world view, informed their struggle for liberation, and promised them
eventual freedom from and redress of the evil perpetrated against them by the colonial system. Thus we find in Afro-
Christian religions a preoccupation with baptism, belief in spirits (angels, demons, and the spirits of the dead),
messianic eschatology, and biblical apocalypticism.!

At the sociopolitical level, African and Afro-Christian religions were the milieu in which uprisings against slavery and
colonialism were fomented. The religious beliefs of the slaves often inspired violent insurgence. For example, myalism
seems to have been at the heart of the Tacky Rebellion (1760), one of the most violent slave insurrections in Jamaica's
plantation history. It was carried out by slaves who believed that the potions they received from Tacky, their leader, had
made them immune to the white men's weapons.'' The 1831 rebellion, aimed at destroying the plantation owners and
securing freedom for the slaves, was inspired and orchestrated by Sam Sharpe, who was a “daddy,”'* or priest, in the
slave religion and at the same time a deacon in the Baptist church. In addition, Paul Bogle, another deacon in the
Baptist church, incited and led the Morant Bay Rebellion of 1865. The nexus between religion and resistance continued
with Alexander Bedward, who lived in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and who was one of the most
colorful figures in this Afro-Christian tradition. He labeled the white oppressors as evil and called for people of African
descent to rise up and crush this evil. Because of his agitation against the Jamaican establishment in the early twentieth
century, he was arrested and jailed for treason.

Though Rastafari rejects certain elements of African and Afro-Christian religions, Rastafarian Afrocentricity,
messianism, predilection for biblical apocalypticism, and militancy are all influenced by the tradition of resistance in the
African and Afro-Christian religions. Furthermore, Rastas frequently
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invoke the examples of Sharpe and Bogle in their struggle against European domination.

The most cursory reading of the literature on Rastafari or the most passing personal acquaintance with the movement
will reveal that Ethiopia looms large in its philosophy. But Rastafari did not create its Ethiopianism ex nihilo. Rastafari's
Ethiopianism has been shaped by ideas that existed in the African diaspora for at least two hundred years prior to the
advent of Rastafari. Historically, Ethiopianism conflates Ezhigpia with Africa (using the appellation Ethigpia to mean
Africa in general).”” This identification is supported by a 1542 map taken from the Geographia of Claudius and edited by
Sebastian Muenster. On this map, the word AETHIOPLA is inscribed across the land mass we now know as Africa.
Hambharich is the name given to the area that is roughly equivalent to present-day Ethiopia.'*

Ethiopianism in the African diaspora has long celebrated the greatness of Ethiopia/Africa. Ethiopia, with its long
history and religious tradition, came to represent the pride of Africa and Africans everywhere."” Thus H. Easton and J.
C. Pennington in their writings extolled and celebrated the greatness of ancient Ethiopia.' Behind the back-to-Aftica
movements of the nineteenth century and behind the emergence of black churches with a conscious emphasis on
Ethiopia/Africa in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was this tradition of extolling the greatness of Ethiopia/
Africa."” Edward Wilmot Blyden, an early Pan-Africanist and a fervent proponent of “back to Africa,” claimed that in
the gloties of the African past Ethiopia represented the zenith of learning and civilization."® This traditon was of
course fed by the Sheba legend, which traced Ethiopia's religion and monatrchy to Menelik, who is believed to have
been born to Solomon and the queen of Sheba."”

In addition to the identification of Ethiopia with Africa and the celebration of the greatness of Ethiopia, Ethiopianism
espoused a vision of African liberation and a future Ethiopian empire.’ In this respect, Psalm 68:31, “Princes shall
come out of Egypt; Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her hands unto God,” was interpreted as a prophecy of African
redemption. Casely Hayford, author of Efhigpia Unbounded, held out hope of an “African racial redemption.”
Furthermore, Hayford referred to Edward Wilmot Blyden, who repatriated to Liberia and became a distinguished

professor and statesman, as “God descended upon the earth to teach the Ethiopians anew the way of life.”*!

Explicit Ethiopianism in Jamaica had its beginning in the eighteenth century with George Liele, a former slave from
the United States who introduced the Baptist faith to Jamaica.** Liele's sermons, which highlighted the Affican and
Ethiopian elements in the Bible, usually began with the
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call, “Arise ye sons of Ethiopia.”® Liele and his colleague, Moses Baker, attracted a large following and established
what is known as the Native Baptist church. The arrival of British Baptist missionaries was an attempt to dispel the
“confusion” of the Native Baptists concerning the essence of Christianity®* Obviously, what disturbed the British
Baptist missionaries was the unabashed emphasis on Ethiopia and Africa and on salvation as sociopolitical liberation.
Despite the efforts of the missionaries, Ethiopianism flourished, and before long some Jamaicans began claiming to be
Ethiopians, some even tracing their lineage to Ethiopian royalty” By the early twentieth century, there was a
groundswell of preoccupation with Ethiopia among Jamaicans of African descent.” The significance of George Liele
and the Native Baptist movement is that they blended Afrocentricity, biblical messianism, and apocalypticism with
Ethiopianism to create a liberative vision among Jamaicans of African descent.

In Marcus Garvey and the international grassroots movement he founded, all of the elements of Ethiopianism
converged. For Garvey, Ethiopia is either interchangeable with or representative of Africa. Nowhere is this more
evident than in the anthem of the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), which is entitled, “Ethiopia,
Thou Land of Our Fathers.”” To counter the ideology of white racism, Garvey pointed to the history of the great
civilizations in Africa. He recalled a time when “Egypt, Ethiopia and Timbuctoo towered in their civilization, towered
above Europe, towered above Asia. When Europe was inhabited by a race of cannibals, a race of savages, naked men,
heathens and pagans, Africa was peopled with a race of cultured black men.””®

Garvey's aim was the creation of a new “Africa for the Africans—this is, that the Negro people of the world should
concentrate upon the object of building for themselves a great nation in Africa.”’® This project of rebuilding Africa was
foretold, Garvey believed, in the words of the psalmist: “Princes shall come out of Egypt; Ethiopia shall soon stretch
out her hands unto God.” Garvey's own longing was for the day when the people of the African diaspora could “lay
down our burden and rest our weary backs and feet by the banks of the Niger and sing our songs and chant our
hymns to the God of Ethiopia.”!

As Dale Bisnauth points out, the early leaders of the Rastafarian movement, by their acquaintance with Pan-Africanist
movements in general and Garveyism in particular, must have been cognizant of the ideas of Ethiopianism.”* Arguing
that Ethiopianism permeated all movements for liberation of the African diaspora, Robert Hill concludes, “The origin
of Rastafari is bound up. . . with the identification which blacks have consistently made with Ethiopia by virtue of its
Biblical symbolism.”*’

That Rastafari has its roots in the Afrocentric movements that preceded
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it is underscored by the fact that the nascent movement drew its leadership and following mostly from former
Garveyites or from those who were in some way influenced by Garveyism. The Rastas regard Garvey as a prophet and
cite his supposed prediction regarding the crowning of a king in Affica as proof of Haile Selassie's divinity.”* That the
crowning of Selassie drove the first confessors of Selassie's divinity to their Bibles further underscores Rastafari's links
with its predecessors. The purpose for searching the Bible was to see if they could find any evidence that Selassie was
the fulfillment of a prophecy concerning their liberation. As it turned out, the title taken by Haile Selassie at his
coronation seems almost calculated to encourage them to find proof of his messianic identity. Part of his title was “Ras
Tafari, son of Ras Makonem of Harar, King of Ethiopia, Haile Selassie,” King of Kings, Lord of Lotds, Conqueting
Lion of the Tribe of Judah.”*® Several biblical texts (Rev. 5:2-5; 19:16; and 1 Tim. 4:13-14 are examples) about the
“king of kings, lord of lords” and the “lion of the tribe of Judah” proved to those steeped in biblicism and “proof
texting” that Haile Selassie was indeed the messiah prophesied in the Bible and hoped for in the African diaspora.

Against this background of messianic eschatology, biblical apocalypticism, and the tradition of Ethiopianism, it
becomes quite understandable why the crowning of Emperor Haile Selassie took on the significance it did among a
certain group of Jamaicans. The genius of the early exponents of Rastafari was their ability to combine Ethiopianism
with biblical apocalypticism and messianic eschatology to identify Selassie as the messiah, who would effect the
liberation of Africans everywhere and recreate the glorious African/Ethiopian past. Dale Bisnauth's observation is to
the point: “The Rastafarians used their spiritual genius to translate the dreams of Garvey and the Pan-Africanists into

the messianic and millenarian terms of the Bible.”*’

Charismatic Personality

Establishing the charismatic personalities behind the emergence of the Rastafarian movement is complicated by the
fact that little is known of most of the early exponents. The situation is further complicated by the fact that from the
beginning the movement was never united under the leadership of a single person or group of persons who were
acting in concert. Several people, seemingly without previous contact with each other, began to proclaim Selassie as the
divine messianic liberator of the African race between 1930 and 1933.% The only explanations for such a convergence
of ideas are the common sources that they share in the Afro-Christian
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and Ethiopianist traditions and the prevailing, heightened sense of Africa and African liberation brought about by the

Garvey movement. The most famous of these exponents include Leonard Howell, Joseph Nathaniel Hibbert, Henry
Archibald Dunkley, and Robert Hinds.”

Though all of these men seemed to have come to the conviction of Selassie's divinity independently, Howell appears to
have been the first to introduce the idea to the public. He soon catapulted himself to a place of prominence by the
effectiveness of his preaching in attracting followers and by his penchant for drawing the attention of the civil
authorities. From the records that we have of him and his activities, Howell clearly cast himself in the role of a
charismatic messenger of God (Selassie) and even claimed to be divine himself. His followers clearly perceived him to
be an extraordinary leader, who deserved their loyalty.

Before profiling Howell as a charismatic leader, I would like to outline his activities briefly, since he was the most
significant personality in the first thirty years of the Rastafarian movement. From 1933 to 1940 Howell expounded the
doctrines of Rastafari between Kingston and St. Thomas. Robert Hill describes Howell during this time as the
“catalytic agent in igniting the radical millenarian consciousness that based itself on the doctrine of the divine kingship
of Ethiopia's Ras Tafari.”* During this time, Howell, through the use of “powerful propaganda and personal
chatisma,” secured a following much larger than any other exponent of Rastafari.*! Howell's message, especially in St.
Thomas, was revolutionary in its import. To his followers, he advocated hatred of and violence against the white ruling
class as revenge for their years of oppressing black people. He declared the African race superior to the white race. He
admonished his followers to withdraw allegiance from the British Crown, to be loyal only to Haile Selassie, the
supreme being and the only true ruler of the African race, and to prepare for repatriation to their African homeland.*
To buttress his doctrine of repatriation, in December 1933, he sold picture postcards of Emperor Haile Selassie, which
were supposed to be passports to Ethiopia.” The colonial authorities, recognizing the inflammatory nature and
revolutionary potential of Howell's message, arrested and convicted him on a charge of sedition. He was sentenced to
a two-year prison term.

After his release from prison, Howell formed the Ethiopian Salvation Society, supposedly a branch of a society of the
same name in the United States. He purchased ‘“Pinnacle”—an abandoned colonial estate in Sligoville, St.
Catherine—on behalf of the society. In 1940 he established a Rastafarian commune at Pinnacle with a group of his
followers, variously estimated to number between five hundred and two thousand.* The commune supported itself by
growing local food crops and growing and trading ganja (marijuana).
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Howell exercised autocratic leadership over this commune and kept it isolated from the rest of Jamaican society.
Although his purpose seems to have been to escape the gaze and pressure of the establishment, he soon drew its
attention because of repeated reports that Rastas were harassing the peasant farmers who lived in the environs of
Pinnacle. In 1941, the police raided the commune and arrested and charged a number of its members with
perpetrating violence against their neighbors and with producing and selling ganja. Howell, who at first eluded the
police by allegedly miraculous means, was eventually arrested on a charge of assault and sent to jail for another two
years.*

Howell returned to the commune in 1943, and from then to 1954, he administered the commune with even stricter
security, the main components of which were his “belocksed” guardsmen and a breed of vicious watchdogs. The
approaches to the commune were manned by these guardsmen and dogs, and the presence of strangers was signaled
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by the sounding of gongs.* Because of the alleged persistence of the harassment and intimidation of the people in the
neighborhood by members of the commune and because of the colonial government's paranoia concerning the
commune becoming a guerrilla training camp, the police again raided Pinnacle in 1954. This time, they demolished the
buildings in the commune and scattered its members, a significant number of whom ended up in the slums of
Kingston.*” Howell was again arrested, but this time he was acquitted on appeal. However, this event marked the end
of his tenure as the “leading light” in the Rastafarian movement.” In 1960 he was interned in a mental hospital, and

after his release, he lived in relative obscurity until his death in 1981.%

During his period of prominence, Howell exhibited many of the characteristics that Weber associates with the
charismatic persona. He was at the forefront of a movement that rejected the legitimacy of the Jamaican colonial
system and called for allegiance to a new authority, namely, Haile Selassie. In this way, Howell became a prophetic
voice, articulating the new doctrine of Selassie's divinity, declaring the certain downfall of the colonial establishment,
and inspiring hope of repatriation to Ethiopia/ Africa.” In his prophetic role, Howell directly projected himself as the
emissary of Emperor Haile Selassie, the divine king and the latest manifestation of God on earth.”® According to an
account by one of his early followers, Howell portrayed himself as the Christ, sent from his father, Haile Selassie. The
same follower quoted Howell as saying:

I am the Ambassador of Ethiopia, Addis Ababa is the capital, it's where I am from. My father sent me to
promulgate his work. Don't be afraid, I am here and shall be with you forever. . . . I am the same Jesus Christ
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that was crucified. I was buried but not dead, the breath of life is mine. I am the giver of life through my father.”

Howell also presented himself as—and was believed by his followers to be—a man of extraordinary or divine
endowments, including healing and prophetic powers.”” Even those who knew him before his assumption of the role
of ambassador of Selassie held similar views of him. An official of the Universal Negro Improvement Association, Z.
Munro Scatlett, who was acquainted with Howell when he lived in New York, described him as a mystic, that is, a
person who is in touch with or can manipulate the spirit world. Hope L. Howell claimed that his brother Leonard P.
Howell was a healer (in the Jamaican myal/balmyard tradition) who helped many people while he was living in New
York.” One of his eatly followers, Jephet Wilson, described Howell as a prophet who possessed secret powers and
who brought the “light” of Rastafari.”

To enhance his image as a specially endowed prophet, Howell assumed a “ritual personality” named Gangunguru
Maragh,*® with Gangungurn meaning “teacher of famed wisdom” and Maragh meaning “king”” At Pinnacle this title was
used in its abbreviated form, “Gong.”" The obvious claim is that Howell was the enlightened one and the bearer of
enlightenment to his followers.

True to Webet's portrayal of the charismatic leader, Howell was able to elicit total devotion from his followers. Robert
Hill highlights the fact that people were willing to dispose of their possessions and part with families and friends to join
him at Pinnacle. At Pinnacle everyone gave unwavering allegiance to the Gong, whose words carried the force of law.
They even accorded him ritual devotion, as shown by the appearance of his name in Rastafarian songs. This devotion
was so great that he was regarded as Christ reincarnated.”

Howell clearly qualifies as a charismatic figure who was able to embody and articulate the feelings and hopes of those
who were caught in the throes of social stress and who was able to secure the allegiance of a significant following for
more than twenty years. The loss of his status as a charismatic leader may have been brought about by three factors.
The first two relate to Weber's idea that the maintenance of charismatic status depends on the ability of the charismatic
personality to deliver on his promises. Howell obviously failed to effect the return to Africa, which was part of his
message from the beginning and for which he sold picture postcards of Haile Selassie (as supposed passports) as eatly
as 1933. And despite his claim of divine powers, Howell was unable to protect himself and his followers from the
wrath of the civil authorities. Repeated raids, arrests, beatings, and imprisonments eventually eroded belief in his
extraordinary
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qualities. The third factor was infighting among the Rastas concerning certain practices, especially spiritual divination
(which was apparently practiced by Howell). The most outspoken opposition to divination came from young Rastas
who belonged to a group called the House of Youth Black Faith, which emerged in 1949. Those opposed to this
practice seemed to have held sway, and dabbling with spirits in any form became taboo in the movement. This, in
effect, constituted a rejection of Howell and may help to explain his downfall as the foremost leader in the movement.

Summary

In this chapter, I have pointed to those sociohistorical conditions to which Rastafari is a response. The movement
emerged as a response to economic, political, and cultural subjugation, as well as to the perception of Haile Selassie as
the messianic liberator longed for in the African diaspora. Here we have an example of the frustration-eruption
formula that Willner describes as the necessary precondition for charismatic eruption. In this chapter, I also
highlighted the fact that Rastafari draws from sources that have deep roots in black resistance in general and in
Jamaica's African and Afro-Christian religions in particular. This illustrates my contention that charismatic messages
do not usually emerge ex nihilo from the minds of charismatic leaders. Indeed, they usually have a novel combination
of ideas, but they are frequently synthesizing ideas already current in some sector of the society, and this is one of the
reasons charismatic leaders are able to secure a following. Their ideas resonate with some people in the society.
Rastafarian Afrocentricity was adopted and adapted from ideas long circulated in Jamaica concerning the role of
Ethiopia in the history of Africa and in the future of Africans in the diaspora. Finally, I have outlined the career and
characteristics of the most distinguished leader of the movement in its nascent stages. Howell clearly matches Webet's
image of the prophet who “takes the responsibility for announcing a break with the established normative order” and
for calling people to espouse a new view of the world, to adopt new values, and to embrace a new lifestyle.



3 Babylon and Dread Revitalization

Part of the impetus for social change inherent in charisma comes from its antiestablishment nature. As was noted in
chapter 1, charisma and the movement it spawns generally refuse to accept the legitimacy of the status quo. In Webet's
words, charisma “transforms all values, . . . breaks all traditional and rational norms,” and “overturns all notions of
sanctity.””! Anthony Wallace expresses a similar point of view concerning the antiestablishment nature of charisma in
his theory of revitalization. He defines a revitalization movement “as a deliberate, organized, conscious effort by
members of society to construct a more satisfying culture.”” The need for revitalization or cultural innovation arises
when members of the society as a whole, or subgroups within that society, perceive the normative order as no longer
capable of satisfying their needs or as inimical to their well-being.’

Both Weber and Wallace, therefore, highlight how the rejection of the status quo and the attempt to create a new social
reality are characteristic of charismatic movements. When the interpretation of the significance of Rastafari is
approached from this perspective, it becomes quite clear that the movement is a conscious attempt to deal with the
historical experience of colonialism and its contemporary legacies. From this perspective, Rastafari represents an
attempt of the African soul to free itself from the alienating fetters of colonial domination and exploitation and to
recreate itself in the image of Africa.

In the light of the foregoing discussion, this chapter focuses on the Rastas' ideological assault on the culture and
institutions that have dominated the people of the African diaspora since the Middle Passage.” In this respect, I discuss
Rastafari's portrayal of Babylon, the term the movement uses to express the conviction that the social, political, and
economic institutions that have shaped their historical and day-to-day experiences are evil and must be overcome. This
chapter also focuses on the Rastas' attempts to create an alternative culture to overcome their sense of alienation. I will
outline elements crucial to the Rastafarian project to
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construct a new reality, the creation of a distinct Rastafarian culture or way of life as part of an attempt to put distance
between Rastas and Babylon.

“Beating Down Babylon”: Ideological Delegitimation

Rastafari is first and foremost a response to the Babylonian conditions of the Jamaican society and, by extension, of the
whole Western world. The Rastafarian phenomenon was forged in the crucible of oppression that started in plantation
slavery and that has persisted in post-emancipation and postcolonial Jamaica. The manner in which some experienced
and perceived the realities of the colonial society called forth the response and shaped the perspective of Rastafari.
Every belief that has been espoused, from the divinity of Haile Selassie to the precepts of 772/ (organic, natural, vital)
living, and every ritual that has developed, from Nyabinghi drumming to the sacramental use of ganja (marijuana),
constitute an attempt to escape from or deal with the reality of oppression in Babylon. The centrality of the concept of
Babylon to Rastafari cannot be overstated, since it highlights the Rastafarian perception of the context of their
suffering and struggle. Escaping, overcoming, or “beating down Babylon” is paramount on the agenda of Rastafari.

Ernest Cashmore, discussing the Rastafarian movement in terms of the social construction of reality theory of Peter
Berger and Thomas Luckmann, maintains that the construction of the Rastafarian social reality begins with the
delegitimation of the status quo,” or the assigning of a negative status to the establishment in which the Affican
diaspora has lived since its deportation from Africa:

The appeal of the Rastafarian theory lay in the range of effects imputed to a single malevolent cause—Babylon.
This was the source of all evil in the world and its destruction would presage the start of what Rastas called “the
new age,” the entry into Zion.®

Cashmore goes on to point out that Rastas interpret the whole history of contact with white people “in terms of a
systematic denial of freedom, material and cognitive, and every event in the development of colonialism was a recycle
of the same pattern.””” Thus “the mechanics of colonialism” worked to suppress “the black man's realization of his
own gifts and capacities.”

Echoing Cashmore, Patrick Taylor describes Rastafari as a “symbolic system which constructs patterns of meaning
and brings order to the contradictions
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of social reality”” The social reality that the Rastas see as needing ordering is the colonial history and its legacy, which
have denied the Africans in the diaspora their dignity. As part of the effort to construct new “patterns of meaning” to
bring coherence to their existence, they have unleashed an ideological assault on the Jamaican and Western
establishment by dubbing it “Babylon.”

The Background and Signification of Babylon

The term Babylon is loaded with biblical significance. It has its origin with Babel, the world's first city, according to
Genesis 11. The Bible intimates that egomania and the desire for cultural homogeneity led Babel's leaders to embark
on a project to build a tower that would reach up to heaven. According to Rastafarian interpretation, the effort to
reach up to heaven was born from a desire to topple God from a position of lordship over the world. Because of this
attempt to build a monument to themselves, the inhabitants of Babel were thrown into linguistic confusion and
dispersed geographically.

The city-state was later revived and became Babylon of Mesopotamia, a world power that dominated the Near East.
On one of its military campaigns, it ransacked Jerusalem, killing many Hebrews and taking many others into captivity.
This inaugurated the Babylonian exile of the Jewish people. In Daniel's apocalyptic vision, Babylon appears as the
“Great Beast” and as the head of the great statue, which is destroyed by a stone cut out of the mountain.' With
reference to Babylon of Mesopotamia, the Bible again focuses on the egomania of its leaders, exemplified by
Nebuchadnezzat's golden image of himself, which he required all of his subjects to worship. Furthermore, the Bible
points to “violence, sexual and moral degeneracy” as characteristic of the Babylonian civilization."

The New Testament invokes the imagery of Babylon to describe the Roman Empire because of its opposition to the
early church and its persecution of Christians and Jews. In other words, the writer of Revelation sees in the Roman
state the spirit of selfishness and opposition to God and his people that was displayed by the city of Babel and by the
ancient Babylonian civilization.?

Rastas may differ concerning many of their beliefs, including the divinity of Selassie and repatriation, but all agree on
the Babylonian nature of life in the West. The experience of forced captivity in the West paralleled the Babylonian
experience of the ancient Hebrews, and the constant subjugation recalled the Roman iron rule over its empire. Hence,
Rastas find the spirit of Babylon alive in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries
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and operative in and through the ideology and institutions of the West in general and of Jamaica in particular. The
Rastafarian choice of Babylon as the symbolic designation of the forces that seek to dehumanize them is, in effect, an
attempt to neutralize those forces. As already stated, the use of the term Babylon constitutes a symbolic delegitimation
of those values and institutions that historically have exercised control over the masses of the African diaspora.

According to John Paul Homiak, who researched the role of eldership in the Nyabinghi Order,"” Babylon is

a term of varying levels of concreteness and specificity; historically, the predecessors of the Romans and the entire
white European colonial world; presently, the entire post-colonial western power structure and its supporting
ideology and political apparatus; the oppressive condition of “exile” in the Black diaspora; the cosmic domain
presided over by the pope of Rome and his Anglo-European political cohorts; the source of death-dealing and
destructive spiritual power."*

As indicated by Homiak's definition, the term Babylon has several levels of application. The most immediate referent is
the gut-wrenching experiences of suffering, hardship, and estrangement faced by the underside of Jamaican society. It
is not only the pain of economic hardship, but a sense of not belonging, of cultural alienation. It is a feeling of
uprootedness and of being “out of whack” with one's environment. This sense of being in exile recalls and parallels the
experience of the forced deportation of the ancient Hebrews under the Babylonian world power. Reggae musician Bob
Andy expresses this feeling of exile when he sings, “I've got to go back home; This couldn't be my home.”"
Rastafarian intellectual Dennis Forsythe sums up this aspect of the Babylonian experience:

The Rastafarian imagery of Babylon is the first-person, gut-level experiences of alienation and frustration under
slavery, colonialism and their legacies. It is not an imposed concept, but one that has grown out of the gut feelings
and experiences of “souls on ice,” and of dismembered beings. Babylon is the psychic image sustained by real life
experiences, busted hopes, broken dreams, the blues of broken homes and of disjointed tribes of people trapped by
history. It is an image of fire and blood, of being on the edge, in limbo, in the wilderness, in concrete jungles. . . . It
is a desolation in which man feels disjointed and out of line with the plans of creation.'®

Reggae's most famous superstar, Bob Marley, echoes Forsythe's feeling of alienation in even more terse language: “I've
been down on the rock so, I
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seem to wear a permanent screw.”!” Obviously, the contortion of the visage manifests the contortion of an alienated
spirit.

At the sociopolitical level, Babylon is primarily used in reference to ideological and structural components of Jamaica's
social system, which metes out privileges to some and exploitation to others. In this respect, Babylon is the complex of
economic, political, religious, and educational institutions and values that evolved from the colonial experiment. The
church and the police get honorable mention. The church is labeled an arm of the Babylon system because of its
ideological justification of the status quo and its brainwashing of the populace. The police are considered Babylon's
agents, because through their use of force, they maintain the pattern of oppression and inequity in the society.

Rastas understand that Jamaica is but a part of an international colonial/imperialist complex. Hence the designation
Babylon is extended to the Anglo-American alliance, which has received the benefits of colonialism and international
capitalism.” These two power centers, through their domination of international politics and their exploitative
relationship with the rest of the world, demonstrate that they are the successors to the ancient Babylonians and
Romans. Babylon is, therefore, “the whole complex of institutions which conspire to keep the black man enslaved in
the Western world and which attempt to subjugate coloured [si] people throughout the world.”"

Globally, Babylon is that worldly state of affairs in which the struggle for power and money takes precedence over the
cultivation of human freedom and the concern for human dignity. Rastas include in this state of affairs not only the
West, led by the Anglo-American alliance, but also the former Soviet bloc and the politically powerful Catholic church
presided over by the pope. Many Rastas believe that the political leaders of the world derive their authority from the
pope, and they cite the frequent visits of world leaders to the Vatican as evidence for their position.”

At the highest level of generality, Babylon is the forces of evil arrayed against God and the righteous (Selassie, Rastas,
and the poor). The forces of evil, however, are not metaphysical entities, but human attitudes and activities that are out
of touch with the divine, natural order. Any human activity that is inimical to harmonious human relationships is a
reflection of Babylonian values. This includes nuclear proliferation and the overexploitation of natural resources, which
threaten human existence and the continued viability of the world's ecosystems. In this context, Babylon is not a
specific locality or a specific social system, but any “system of thought and behavior” or any “general cultural pattern in
which men find themselves trapped” and out of touch with Jah (God or Haile Selassie) and the reality of Rastafari.”!
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Features of the Babylon System

Since Rastas do not have official theologians or social theorists to codify and systematize their beliefs, there is a lack of
systemic treatment of the Rastas' point of view on any subject. This is particularly true of their treatment of Babylon.
However, in their limited writings and particularly in their poetry and reggae lyrics, their evocative images address
various aspects of Babylonian reality.

HISTORICAL ATROCITY Rastas can recite almost ad infinitum the historical atrocities of Babylon, from its days as a
Middle Eastern world power to its contemporary Euro-American manifestation. As the conqueror of the ancient
world, Babylon wreaked havoc on Jerusalem and deported the ancient Hebrews (who the Rastafarians believe to have
been black people) to Mesopotamia. The Roman Empire, a later incarnation of Babylon, made incursions into Africa,
conquered the African queen Dido, fought Hannibal, and sacked Carthage. Rome, the Beast of Revelation, persecuted
Christians and executed Jews. In more recent history, Mussolini, the Roman, invaded Ethiopia with the blessing of the
pope.? The implication of the Catholic church in the invasion of Ethiopia and its role in the enslavement of Africans
in the Americas gives rise to the Rastafarian view of the church as an institution of oppression for black people.

Most painful for Rastas is the Middle Passage and the subsequent suffering in modern Babylon. In “Redemption
Song,” Bob Marley describes the experience of enslavement as Africans being stolen by pirates and sold to merchant
ships, which transported them to America, where they have struggled every day to survive in the crucible of
oppression.” The manner in which Rastas speak of the Middle Passage and the slave experience reveals that they still
bear the psychic scars of those experiences. They seem to reach back across the years to feel the pain and indignity of
everything that befell their forebears, and thus, they are able to speak of such experiences in the first person, as though
they underwent them personally. In “Slave Driver,” Bob Marley gives evidence of such a psychic scar by speaking of
his blood running cold at the memory of them slave driver's whip and the squalor and stench of the holds of the
slave.” Burning Spear, another Rastafarian reggae singer, echoes the same theme in a passion-filled tone, when he asks

his audience repeatedly, “Do you remember the days of slavery?”

Babylon's predilection for atrocity remains unabated into the twentieth century, exemplified by the millions killed in
two world wars, the Holocaust, Soviet labor camps, the killing fields of Vietnam, the Gulf War, apartheid in South
Africa, and “ethnic cleansing” in Africa and the Baltic. What is more, the evil powers of the world continue to increase
their capacity
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for monstrosity, especially in the proliferation of nuclear arms and precision instruments of mass destruction. Bob
Marley clearly expresses the Rastafarian foreboding about the twentieth century's predilection for violence. In
“Survival,” he lashes out against the use of science and technology to perfect instruments of death, to threaten human
well-being, and to create and spread fear everywhere.”

At a more personal and immediate level, Babylon continues its atrocity in the brutal treatment of those who threaten
or are perceived as threatening the system. State oppression of grassroots movements for social and political change is
the most egregious form of this barbarity. Rastas have personally experienced this oppression at the hands of police
both in Jamaica and abroad. Rastas often refer to the police simply as “Babylon,” or describe them as “dressed in
uniforms of brutality.””” As Cashmore observes, “The police more than any other group personified the Rastafarian
conception of evil. They were the living proof that Babylon was alive, active and waiting for any opportunity to
suppress them; they constitute the empirical referents to the Babylon conspiracy theory”® This conception was
formed in the crucible of repeated persecution, intimidation, and harassment of Rastas by the Jamaican police.
Sometimes, police brutality was in response to the slightest provocation from Rastas, and at other times, it was at the
whim or caprice of police officers. The police, as Babylon's frontline agents, are responsible for defending and
protecting the system. Along with their brutality, the police and the entire judicial system use trickery and cunning to
keep the black masses in their places. As front-liners, the police are mere puppets in the hands of the custodians of the
system. Cashmore quotes a young English Rasta as saying, “Them just respond to the needs of Babylon, wearing ‘the
badge of brutality” ¥

ECONOMIC RAPACITY Exploitation is written large in the economic history of Jamaica. It began with the Spanish
colonists and continued with the British, whose plantation economies were fueled by slave labor. Emancipation from
slavery did nothing for the economic empowerment of the black masses, who were either still tied to the plantation as
cheap laborers or left to eke out a living on the marginal lands not considered fit for plantation use. In the twentieth
century, the Jamaican economy was dominated by British and American capital in agriculture, light manufacturing,
mining, and tourism. The availability of cheap labor was always at the forefront of making Jamaica attractive for
investors.

Rastas' critique of the Jamaican economic system, and capitalism in general, is directed at the fact that it is based on the
ethic of profiteering and exploitation. The Rastafarian view is succinctly expressed in two of Marley's most powerful
images. One refers to the Jamaican and capitalist
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economic state of affairs as “Pimper's Paradise.”” The point is clear. Here is an economic system that justifies the

profiting of some at the expense of others. The prostitutes—those who labor in the enterprises of others—sell
themselves not so much for their own profit, but for the profit of their pimps, those who control the economic system.
The other image is that of a blood-sucking vampire extracting the life forces from its victims.”’ By describing the
Babylon system as a vampire, Marley highlights the predatory nature of Babylon's economic system and its deadly
effects on the poor. Changing metaphors but addressing the same theme, Matley portrays the guardians of Babylon's
economy as greedy landowners who expropriate all the produce of their tenants while treating them with disdain.”
Again, Marley's message is clear. The economic philosophy and institutions of Babylon sanction the exploitation of the
poor and justify the avarice and profiting of the well-to-do.

Rastas argue that exploitation destroys any sense of communality. Economic activities in Babylon become a struggle
for the survival of the fittest, a struggle in which people trample one another to get ahead. Bob Marley gently laments
over such behavior by likening it to a race in which rats trample each other to get ahead.” The competitive and
exploitative nature of Babylon's economy has led many Rastas, especially in the eatly days of the movement, to refuse
to work for any Babylonian enterprise, choosing instead to hustle, to work at subsistence farming, or to establish self-
help ventures.

MENTAL SLAVERY According to Rastas, the educational and religious institutions of Babylon specialize in
obfuscating the truth and teaching the people “misphilosophy.” Thus Rastas are firmly convinced that Babylon's
education is contrived to brainwash black people. In the words of one Rasta, “What is taught is untrue, immoral and
indoctrination.””* Bob Matrley concurs by calling Babylon's education a brainwashing exetcise designed to create
ignorance and alienation.” The end result of Babylon's education is the “whitewashing” of the African mind, stripping
it of its African vibrations (de-Affricanization), and inculcating European values, perspectives, and tastes
(Europeanization).” Walter Rodney claims, “The brainwashing process was so stupendous that it has convinced. . .
many black people of their infetiority””” For this reason, many early Rastas were reluctant to send their children to
school, and when they did, some children were rejected or subjected to abuse on account of their dread-locks (the
distinctive Rastafarian hairstyle consisting of uncombed hair, which is then twisted or matted).”®

Rastas have taken a posture of resistance against Babylonian education
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because of its evil intent and its dehumanizing effects. Rastafarian poet, Bongo Jerry pleads for an end to the “double
meaning” and “crossword speaking” of the English Language, which lead not only to linguistic confusion but also to
cultural alienation.”” Bob Matley is even more blunt in his expression of resistance to Babylonian education. Declating
that he is resolute in not changing who he is and that the cultural oppression has gone on far too long, he calls on his
listeners to stage a tebellion in order to secutre and ensure cultural freedom.*

The church joins the school in enslaving the people mentally by teaching them to be patriotic and by engaging in
philosophical trickery to provide rationalizations for the Babylon system. The church teaches the people to bear their
suffering bravely because they have “a pie in the sky when they die,” instead of telling them the truth about the forces
that conspire to oppress them, thus preparing them to take their liberation into their own hands.* This conviction led
Matley to declare his feelings about “bombing a church,” because of the lying preacher.*?

When Babylon's educational and religious institutions are not busy enslaving the poor, they are busy training those
who, under the guise of middle-class respectability, engage in socially predatory behaviors. Bob Marley speaks of how
these institutions teach deception and train “thieves and murderers,”* Rastas are not impressed with the aura of
respectability that seems to surround the educated in Jamaican society. Instead, they are likely to see, under the facade
of respectability, con artists who are “slicker” than Anancy, the scheming trickster of Jamaican folklore.

POLITICAL TRICKERY This leads me to the Rastafarian view of politics, which they refer to as “polytricks” or
“politricks”:

“Politricks” refers to the Rastafarian perspective on the tricky, deceptive nature of Babylon's political activity. Since
Babylonians deal in politricks, they only pretend to be a government which is representative of the people.*

This quote captures the essence of the Rastafarian perception of politics. It is not the art of statecraft, but the art of
deception, machination, and manipulation. It was from this perspective that a Rasta said, “As far as I am concerned,
politics is not the black man's lot, but the white man's plot.”* Politics, thetefore, is but the unending scheming of the
powerful to maintain their positions of privilege and to keep the populace in its place. Mikey Smith, a Rastafarian poet,
expresses the conviction that politicians engage in deceiving the populace with “lies and secrecy” to further
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their oppression and exploitation of the poot.* Bob Matley agrees with this portrayal of politicians, by describing them
as con artists who use bribery to further their causes.”

Since their intention is to deceive, politicians are mired in hypocrisy described by Mikey Smith as “full of complexity
an[d] folly formalities like demockroicy.”** The politicians must project the image of being public servants. But in
reality, their goal is personal profit and self-aggrandizement. Thus their civil ceremonies are masquerades—“folly
formalities”—and their claim to govern by democratic principles is a sham, “de mockroicy” (a mockery of the people).
Politicians are therefore accomplished con artists who continually deceive the people while exploiting them.

Beyond being deceptive, Babylon polytricks is divisive. Matley's “Ambush in the Night” describes how the oppressors
employ bribery and the instigation of intercommunity conflicts as elements in their political strategy.” Part of
Babylon's strategy of domination is to sow seeds of discord among the poor and powetless (“divide-and-rule”). By
setting them against one another, Babylon creates a situation where the dominated lack unity to undertake any
collective action to change their situation and to challenge Babylon's power structure. Rastas have firsthand experience
of this divide-and-rule strategy, because they have seen Jamaican ghetto youths drafted into political factionalism.
Instead of uniting to fight their common enemy, for meager handouts they fight and gun down one another in the
name of allegiance to political parties. That is why most Rastas take a stance of nonparticipation in the political process.
Politics in their estimation is mired in craftiness and corruption, deceit and division.

This analysis of the Rastafarian view of Babylon must be considered heuristic, because the Rastas see Babylon not so
much as an assemblage of distinct institutions but as a tightly knit system in which each institution intertwines and
interlocks with all of the others. That is why in “Crazy Baldhead,” Bob Marley can address the penal system, the
economy, politics, and education—all in conjunction with one another. All of these institutions are contrived and
controlled by “those crazy baldheads,” people who are without Rastafarian consciousness and who are agents or
instruments of Babylon's schemes.

The Demise of Babylon

Babylon is the “primary symbol for the interpretation and assessment of the colonial establishment.””

The import of
this symbol lies in the fact that in one word, Rastas have effectively relegated the Jamaican establishment to the realm
of evil, extending to it the same fate that befell ancient Babylon.”' But Rastas are not only concerned with analyzing

and describing
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Babylon, they want to destroy it or at least escape from it. Bob Matley's “Crazy Baldhead” is therefore not
a dispassionate analysis of Babylon institutions, but a revolutionary call to “chase those crazy baldheads out of the
town.””* Nor is Marley's “Babylon System” a detached portrayal of its economic system,; it is a call to “rebel, rebel,

rebel now.”>

Rastas regard themselves as the agents of Babylon's destruction and reggae music as their primary weapon. Since
reggae music is seen as a potent instrument for “chanting down” or “beating down Babylon,” reggae musicians and
lyricists are regarded as the avant-garde in the struggle against Babylon. As an anti-Babylon musical weapon, reggae
has a threefold significance. First, reggae is the medium through which the people are restored to self-awareness. This
is accomplished by telling them the truth about their African roots and African identity, so that they do not have to
chase after European trappings and a Western lifestyle in order to achieve a sense of dignity. Second, reggae is the
medium through which the people learn the truth about the system under which they live. The reggae lyricists
constantly portray the oppressive, deceptive, and divisive nature of Babylon. Third, reggae is the medium through
which the poor express their frustrations with and grievances against the political and cultural guardians of Jamaican
society and through which they express “their demand for change and the need for a new ordering of society.”** Rastas
and other reggae musicians are the self-appointed voice of the people, the ones who make known their causes to the
Babylonian powers. As Linden F. Lewis observes, reggae is the Rastafarian vehicle for “political, cultural, moral and
religious purposes and protests.” As such, reggae has a particular attraction for blacks, who experience economic
exploitation, political marginalization, and racial discrimination in their various societies. Reggae therefore sets the
stage for a departure from the Babylonian lifestyle and the eventual demolition of the Babylonian system.

In addition to their belief in the power of reggae to beat down Babylon, Rastas also believe that the demise of Babylon
will come about by self-destruction. I Jabulani Tafari puts it pointedly:

Jamaica and the so-called West Indies are part of a white Western Civilization of corruption, which through the
soon to be resurrected European-based Roman Empire, represents the iniquitous Mystery, Babylon of antiquity
and promotes its decadent devil-devised doctrine to the detriment of deluded mankind and which sinful shitsem
[system] will therefore be destroyed in a predestined apocalyptic judgement of volcanic eruptions, earthquakes,
lightening bolts, brimstone, molten lava, thunder, plagues, hurricanes, drought, famine, tidal waves, hail and heat
waves . . . in short by what could be described as a supernaturally controlled ecological backlash.>
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Thus the cataclysmic destruction of Babylon will come by its own hands. Its predatory and exploitative relationship
with the environment will eventually precipitate an ecological backlash. Furthermore, Babylon's refusal to live naturally
and its commitment to artificiality are out of step with the divine principle manifested in nature, and hence it must
ultimately self-destruct.

One of the indicators of Babylon's impending doom is that it has no more power over Rastas. Rastas have made the
mental and cultural break with Babylon and are in the process of recreating and revitalizing themselves. This is
reflected in the Rastafarian phrase “steppin' outa Babylon.”

“Steppin' Outa Babylon™: Cultural Revitalization

Concomitant with the relegation of Babylon and its ways to the realm of evil is the Rastas' attempt to rescue
themselves from the deformities brought on by Babylon. In the process, they have reconstituted their pride, self-
confidence, and self-possession, which repudiate the identity forced upon them by their oppressors. It is this “stance of
self-possession and assured identity” that has a marked attractiveness to the dispossessed in Jamaica and elsewhere.”’

Important to an understanding of Rastafari is the recognition that Rastas are aiming at rediscovering their true selves
and at creating a cultural identity that synchronizes with their sense of their African past. Nettle-ford describes this
enterprise as a quest in which Rastas are being “liberated from the obscurity of themselves.””® That is why Leahcim
Semaj, a Rastafarian intellectual, identifies the essence of Rastafari as follows:

In a generic sense a Rastafarian is one who is attempting to restructure identity so that s/he can consciously live
from an Africentric [si] perspective. This covers the physical, mental and spiritual dimensions of life. Rastafari
therefore provides a vehicle through which and by which the Africans in the Diaspora can recreate an African
identity.”

Semaj goes on to point out that the first step in the creation of identity is the creation of a culture, because culture
“gives you designs for living and patterns of interpreting reality.””® Claudia Rogers quotes another Rasta, who concurs
with Semaj in describing this attempt at culture building: “We must work at recapturing and rebuilding our African
heritage, our culture, for a man without culture is a weak man, he knows not what he does or what he says. But when a

man has a culture, he becomes strong and does the right things.”®" The rediscovery of their African heritage and
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the recreation of what they perceive as their African culture are intended by Rastas as a source of self-knowledge and
power to be used in the struggle against Babylon, which seeks to strip Africans of their cultural heritage and sense of
self-worth.

This reconstruction of self must be viewed against the background of European assault on African and Afro-Jamaican
cultural ways. Barry Chevannes gives an apt description of this background:

Many of the most important aspects of Jamaican folk culture were the object of ideological denigration. The folk
religion, in all its variants, was described by one of Jamaica's leading intellectuals of the 1920s and 1930s as #he mud,
which he contrasted with #he go/d. The mud was that tradition of African superstition and savagery, with its wild
drumming, dancing, spirit possession and polytheism, in which the ignorant masses were mired, the gold the
tradition of real religion, with its Easter morning pealing of bells, one true God and studied reflection.®

British hegemonic culture denigrates not only the Jamaican folk culture, but also Africa and all that is associated with it.
As Forsythe reminds us, Affica, to the white colonists, is “the antithesis in terms of which they defined themselves.”®’
Forsythe continues, “Africa, in terms of this white-constructed symbolic imagery, was the ‘dark’ continent inhabited by
apemen, and incapable of creating the ‘arts,” sciences and other evidences of authentic civilization.”** In this context of
cultural denigration, Afro-Caribbean people became alienated from their African selves and their cultural heritage and
began to evaluate their goodness in terms of their degree of approximation of the European ideal. The result was that
Caribbean people of African descent became sandwiched between their maligned African ways, which came naturally,
and the European ways, which were held out as the best of human civilization. The tension produced by this conflict
gave rise to the question of identity.

In response to Europeanization, the phenomenon of Rastafari represents a turning of the table. Again, Forsythe
addresses this issue:

Rastafarianism is the first mass movement among West Indians preoccupied with the task of looking into
themselves and asking the fundamental question, Who Am I? ot What Am 1? As such, it reflects the spirit of
Garveyism at the roots level, and it is now flourishing in all those areas where black West Indians are concentrated.
It is a desperate call for an alternative counterculture more suitable to the needs of black people in these times.®

Semaj concurs, arguing that Rastafari seeks to banish the dichotomy of the African body with a European mind, by
proposing “attainable and
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