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INTRODUCTION

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? or What Am I?

—Dennis Forsythe

From the shantytowns of Kingston, Jamaica, to the cobblestone streets of Great Britain, reggae music has been a powerful and liberating voice for the poor and oppressed. In the last thirty years, reggae stars Bob Marley, Burning Spear, and Alpha Blondy have sung “redemption” songs—messages of human rights and universal love—in a “Babylonian” world of civil unrest, political instability, and economic collapse. Bob Marley and the Wailers’ 1979 single, “Zimbabwe,” was a national anthem for the Pan-African freedom fighters during the Rhodesian civil war (Fergusson 56). Marley’s influence was so great that Zimbabwe’s national flag is now based on Rastafarian colors which, in turn, are based on Ethiopia’s flag (Kerridge 343). According to Kevin O’Brien Chang and Wayne Chen, authors of the acclaimed Reggae Routes: The Story of Jamaican Music, reggae music served as protest music during Nicaragua’s civil war, China’s Tienanmen Square demonstrations, and the fall of the Berlin Wall (3). Jay S. Kaufman elaborated on reggae’s international popularity and political influence: “The world-wide acceptance of Reggae … provides evidence that the power of music to influence political and social change is not limited to Jamaican society, but is something more fundamental and universal” (9).

In its native Jamaica, reggae concerts also have provided a meeting ground for warring political factions. In two notable cases, Bob Marley headlined the 1976 Smile Concert and the 1978 One Love Peace Concert in Jamaica; both concerts attempted to unite Jamaica’s two political parties, the People’s National Party (PNP) and the Jamaica Labour Party (JLP). At the One Love Peace Concert, Marley invited the leader of the PNP, Michael Manley, and his avowed enemy, JLP leader Edward Seaga, on stage for a symbolic handshake of peace. As Marley would say of his music: “[Reggae music] is like the news. The music influence the people, the music do everything fe [for] the people. The music tell the people what to do, in Jamaica” (Davis, “Bob Marley” 91).

Reggae’s influence and popularity both within and outside Jamaica reflects its “third-world” origins. In particular, reggae’s roots are embedded in the historical conditions of Jamaican slavery and colonialism. Since the arrival of Columbus in 1494, Jamaica has been a pivotal point of European exploitation of the indigenous population (Arawak Indians), African slaves, and land resources for profit and prestige. Jamaica’s early history was “one long tale of sad intrigue, human suffering, lawlessness, and immoral profit, at the center of which were the African slaves—the ancestors of present-day Jamaicans” (Barrett 29).

Since Jamaica’s independence in 1962 from Great Britain, many black Jamaicans have lived with chronic unemployment, street violence, and inadequate housing. While Jamaica’s affluent society attends school and works at middle- to upper-class jobs, a majority of young poor black Jamaicans live in “oil drums and out in the open with maybe a jagged scrap of corrugated iron propped by a few splintering sticks” (Davis, Bob Marley 42).

The Jamaican masses use music to counteract oppression and degradation. In fact, music is one of the few avenues for the Jamaican poor both to create a distinctly black Jamaican identity and to vent “years of pent-up suffering, dehumanization and frustration under the white man’s hegemony” (Hylton 26). Jamaican popular music has undergone musical and lyrical changes, becoming increasingly political and revolutionary in tone. By the late 1970s, reggae embodied this musical evolution, viewed by many as “the very expression of the historical experience of the Jamaican working class, unemployed and peasants” (L. Johnson, “Reggae Rebellion” 589). Lyrically, reggae musicians protest against food shortages, inadequate housing, crime, police brutality, illiteracy, political violence, homelessness, and oppression.

In another important way, reggae music’s association with the Rastafarian movement has awakened an African consciousness in many black Jamaicans. Erna Brodber, a native Jamaican who has written extensively on reggae music, has described reggae as providing a new orientation to Africa:

We were glad to hear this new sound. It relaxed us. We took off our make-up, we washed our hair and left it natural; we took off our jackets and ties and made ourselves comfortable in shirt jacks. And we understood at a personal level that for us black Jamaicans, there were two orientations: a mulatto-orientation and an Afro-orientation, the latter having been submerged in our consciousness. The persistent reggae beat—and the lyrics it carried—was partly responsible for awakening this consciousness. (Brodber, “Black Consciousness” 54)

For more than thirty years, Bob Marley and the Wailers have exemplified reggae’s role as a protest music. In many of his songs, Marley attacked the destructive nature of poverty by focusing on hunger (“No Woman No Cry” [Natty Dread]), urban crime (“Concrete Jungle” [Catch a Fire]), political violence (“Rat Race” [Rastaman Vibration]), police brutality (“I Shot the Sheriff” [Burnin’]), and slavery (“Slave Driver” [Catch a Fire]).

Despite the fact that Marley and other reggae artists have become popular throughout the world, the Jamaican government on occasion has forbidden Jamaica radio stations from airing various forms of Jamaica’s popular music. In 1964, the ska song “Carry Go Bring Come” was banned from Jamaican radio for criticizing JLP prime minister Alexander Bustamante (Kaufman 9). During the 1972 national political campaign, the JLP banned several “anti-JLP” reggae songs, including the Wailers’ “Small Axe” (Waters 102). With the exception of Reggae Sunsplash, reggae concerts, by the early 1980s, were banned in Jamaica supposedly because “of the violence associated with some concerts and dances” (Winders 67). In the view of some political officials, according to historian James A. Winders, reggae songs called attention “to certain features of Jamaican life” that the government, “anxious to attract tourist dollars,” preferred to hide (71).

Paradoxically, the Jamaican government often has used reggae music to promote its own social and political ends. First, Jamaican politicians, on numerous occasions, have integrated reggae music into their political campaigns. In the 1972, 1976, and 1980 elections, Michael Manley hired reggae musicians to play at political rallies. In Jamaican society, according to musician Jay S. Kaufman, reggae music has dominated “the political arena to such an extent that elections were almost won or lost by the popularity of their campaign songs” (9).

In recent years, the Jamaican government also has promoted reggae music and the exotic Rastafarian culture as the “‘official’ culture of the island” (Cosgrove 46). In the late 1970s, the Jamaican government promoted reggae music to attract tourists to revive a dying economy. In 1982, the Jamaica Tourist Board (JTB), with the help of white American promoter Barry Fey, assembled a vacation concert package that drew over forty-six thousand visitors to Jamaica (George and Fergusson 62). Even Jamaica’s most popular reggae festivals, Reggae Sunsplash and Reggae Sumfest, are supported by the government because the events help support Jamaica’s tourist industry.

Since the 1990s, Rastafarian images and reggae have become increasingly important in promoting Jamaica’s tourist industry. The Jamaican government and its supporters market the Rastafarian movement and reggae music as part of Jamaica’s “cultural heritage.” In a wide range of promotional materials, travel brochures highlight reggae’s “happy” and “peaceful” themes, while obscuring the music’s lyrics of social rage. In much the same way, Rastafarians are portrayed as eager and happy participants, willing to help fulfill a tourist’s “fantasy vacation.” Yet, this depiction largely ignores the movement’s historical record of confronting and resisting colonialism, poverty, and institutional racism.

THE ORIGINS AND EARLY HISTORY OF THE RASTAFARIAN MOVEMENT

The Rastafarian movement between 1870 and 1958 evolved in three distinct stages: (1) Marcus Garvey and Ethiopianism (1870–1930); (2) the coronation of Haile Selassie as emperor of Ethiopia and the formation of early Rastafarian churches (1930–1949); and (3) the emergence of the Youth Black Faith as a militant faction within the Rastafarian movement (1949–1958).

The origins of the Rastafarian movement can be traced, in part, to Jamaican black nationalist Marcus Moziah Garvey. Born in Jamaica on August 17, 1887, Garvey left school at the age of fourteen to work as a printer’s apprentice. In 1910, Garvey left Jamaica and traveled extensively throughout Central and South America, becoming involved in radical journalism. In 1912, Garvey left for England and, over the next two years, became interested in African culture and history. Convinced that blacks must unify to overcome their oppression, Garvey returned to Jamaica in 1914 and established the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA)(Waters 37). Two years later, Garvey traveled to the United States and established UNIA offices in Harlem, New York. The UNIA produced the international weekly paper, the Negro World, and organized a chain of black-owned small businesses, from grocery stores to laundromats to factories manufacturing black dolls (Berry and Blassingame 409–10). By 1920, Garvey boasted of a UNIA membership of two million blacks.

Garvey was responsible for influencing the Rastafarian movement’s theme of repatriation to Africa. Garvey originated the slogan, “Africa for Africans,” and he sponsored the Black Star Steamship Line, a shipping corporation founded to transport blacks to Africa. According to anthropologist Barry Chevannes, Garvey “linked the dignity and equality of blacks to their ability to claim a land they could call their own, one in which they could be their own master” (Rastafari 95).

Garvey also inspired the Rastafarian’s belief in a living black God. Garvey was influenced by a “particular brand of black nationalism” called “Ethiopianism” (Campbell, Rasta 49). Originating in South Africa during the 1870s, Ethiopianism was a secessionist church movement rebelling against missionary churches that condoned the practice of white colonial rule and apartheid (Campbell, Rasta 47–50). Challenging the prevailing argument that blacks were judged inferior in the Bible, Ethiopianism articulated a new, more positive role for blacks in the Bible. Influenced by Ethiopianism, Garvey “gloried in the African past and taught that God and Christ were black” (Berry and Blassingame 410).

Garvey’s success was short-lived. In 1925, he was sentenced to serve a five-year sentence in an Atlanta penitentiary for mail fraud. In 1927, U.S. President Calvin Coolidge commuted Garvey’s sentence, and he was then deported to Jamaica. For the next ten years, Garvey attempted unsuccessfully to revive the UNIA. Although ridiculed by Jamaica’s dominant society, Garvey was venerated by Jamaica’s lower classes as a “saint” and worshiped by the Rastafarian movement as a “prophet.” Scholars of the Rastafarian movement have pointed to two distinct events that influenced Rastafarians to perceive Garvey as the movement’s prophet. According to political scientist Horace Campbell, many of Garvey’s followers believed that the UNIA slogan, “‘Princes come out of Egypt, Ethiopia shall stretch forth her hands to God,’” prophesized a ruler emerging in Africa to “lead all black people to freedom” (Rasta 64). Chevannes pointed to Garvey’s 1929 play entitled The Coronation of the King and Queen of Africa. The play dramatized the crowning of an African king (Rastafari 94–5). Within a year, Garvey’s fictional play would come “true.”

The official coronation of Ras Tafari Makonnen as the new emperor of Ethiopia in 1930 signaled the second phase in the development of the Rastafarian movement. During the coronation, Makonnen took the throne name, Haile Selassie I, along with other royal titles, including “‘King of Kings, Lord of Lords, Conquering Lion of the Tribe of Judah, [and] Elect of God and Light of the World’” (Chevannes, Rastafari 42). Receiving international media exposure, color pictures of the events were published throughout the world, and newsreels of the ceremonies gave many blacks in the United States and the Caribbean their first glimpse of Ethiopia (Campbell, Rasta 70). When Jamaica’s national newspaper, the Daily Gleaner, published photos of Selassie’s coronation, some of Garvey’s followers in Jamaica consulted their Bibles and subsequently believed Selassie was literally the “‘King of Kings,’” the black messiah prophesized by Garvey (Chevannes, Rastafari 42).

Leonard Howell has been identified as the first Rastafarian preacher in Jamaica. In the winter of 1932, Howell encouraged Jamaicans to reject the authority of the King of England and to give their loyalties to the new emperor of Ethiopia (Campbell, Rasta 71). Howell sold pictures of Haile Selassie as future “passports” to Ethiopia. As expected, Jamaica’s colonial government objected to Howell’s anti-colonial rhetoric. In 1934, the police arrested Howell and his deputy, Robert Hinds, for breaking Jamaica’s sedition laws. After a speedy trial, Howell was sentenced to two years—and Hinds to one year—of hard labor (Campbell, Rasta 71).

The Rastafarians’ ability to survive during periods of heavy persecution was a testament to the movement’s diversification and lack of a centralized leadership. In other words, the movement is a collection of groups who operate without a central leader. Leonard Barrett, a noted scholar on the Rastafarian movement, clarified the movement’s disdain for central leadership:

No leader has arisen to unite the separate branches of the movement and there is no desire to do so. The Rastafarians are deathly afraid of leaders because they feel that a leader would destroy the movement. There are still “leading brethren,” but these are men around whom various groups are organized. Their power is mostly organizational, they do not speak for the members as leaders, but simply serve as an inspiration for their specific groups. (172)

Despite the movement’s decentralized nature, there are common linkages among the various groups. Nagashima has suggested that “[m]utual understanding, respect, and love has been emphasised in order to consolidate their fellowship and faith” (25). According to Douglas R. A. Mack, in 1961 “when the Rastafarian brethren were being bombarded by the Jamaican institutional society … [t]he love, unity, and communal spirit that existed among us, made us weather the storm” (68). Chevannes claimed that the Rastafarians’ historical commitment to diversification stemmed from the powerful influence of Revivalism, a rural peasant religion in Jamaica (Rastafari 119).

While Howell and Hinds were languishing in prison, the Rastafarian movement continued to gain new followers. In addition to Howell’s group, there were at least three other Rastafarian groups in existence during the 1930s. In one, Rastafarian preacher Joseph Hibbert emphasized the powers of the occult to his members (Chevannes, Rastafari 124–6). Another called the “King of Kings Mission” followed Hinds and sponsored baptism and fasting (Chevannes, Rastafari 124–44). A third group, under the leadership of Archibald Dunkley, rejected the Revival practice of spirit possession, or the belief that good or evil spirits could invade and temporarily take control of a human body (Chevannes, Rastafari 126).

While each exemplified a different style of worship and emphasized distinctive aspects of the Rastafarian “doctrine,” there were at least four overarching themes uniting these factions. First, all four leaders condemned Jamaica’s colonial society. Second, all believed repatriation to Africa was the key to overcoming oppression. Third, all these early preachers advocated nonviolence. Finally, all four groups worshiped the divinity of Haile Selassie.

In 1940, four years after his release from prison, Howell formed a Rastafarian community called Pinnacle. Pinnacle was an old estate in the hills of St. Catherine, one of Jamaica’s fourteen parishes. According to one observer, Howell

was revered in the Rastafarian community and his word was “law” in Pinnacle. A council of elders was established to assist in the daily administration of the camp, and to maintain discipline among the brethren who dwelt there…. Brother Howell often rode his horse around the community from time to time in order to inspect the crops and camp activities. Brethren would run, following his horse, anywhere he went. The community became prosperous and Brother Howell became very “well off.” (Mack 60–1)

Boasting a membership of over sixteen hundred Rastafarians, Pinnacle became a self-sufficient “farming” community (Campbell, Rasta 94). Since Howell’s cash crop was marijuana, the Pinnacle community “gave to the Rastafari[an] movement its close association in the mind of the public with ganja” (Chevannes, Rastafari 122). The cultivation of ganja and the rumors of violence in the area drew police suspicions. In 1941, the police raided Pinnacle and arrested twenty-eight Rastafarians on charges of cultivating a dangerous drug. Once again, Howell was standing in court pleading his innocence. The Rastafarian leader was sentenced to serve another two years in prison (Campbell, Rasta 95).

While early Rastafarian leaders preached political withdrawal and nonviolence, a group of young radicals emerged from the poorer sections of West Kingston in 1949 to form a more “militant” Rastafarian group called the Youth Black Faith. According to Chevannes, while early Rastafarian leaders “encountered police harassment,” these new radicals were on “fire with the doctrine,” and often provoked confrontations with authorities (Rastafari 154, 159). Despite the Youth Black Faith’s “militant” tactics, the Rastafarian movement remained a largely apolitical movement until the mid- to late 1960s.

In the 1950s, the Youth Black Faith initiated the tradition of wearing dreadlocks in the Rastafarian movement. According to Campbell, Rastafarians grow dreadlocks by “washing the hair and allowing it to dry without combing, brushing or treating it in any way” (Rasta 96). Although the Rastafarians pointed to the Bible to justify the dreadlock hairstyle, the move was controversial because in Jamaica unkempt hair was associated with “mad dialects” and “outcasts” (Chevannes, Rastafari 158). The decision to wear dreadlocks caused such a fierce debate within the Youth Black Faith that the movement split into two factions. In a 1994 interview, Chevannes argued that the “House of Dreadlocks” sponsored this new “dangerous” trend, while the “House of Combsomes” maintained the necessity of combing one’s hair. It was not until the late 1960s that the dreadlock tradition became universally acceptable within the movement.

The Youth Black Faith also was responsible for creating the movement’s unique language. Although English is the official language of Jamaica, many Jamaicans speak patois (pronounced “pa-twa”). Patois combines Standard English and African languages. The Rastafarians experimented with patois and created their own distinctive language. Chevannes discussed the use of the most important aspect of Rastafarian talk, the personal pronoun, “I.”

To the Rastafari this is the same as the Roman numeral I, which follows the name “Selassie.” “I” substitutes for “me” and for “mine.” The religious meaning behind this substitution is that the Rastafari is also part of God, and if God is a visible, living man, it must mean that the Rastafari is another Selassie, another “I.” Because everyone is an “I,” one does not say “we” for plurality, but says “I and I.” As the most central word in the Rastafari speech, “I” transforms other words as well. “Brethren” pronounced in the dialect as “bredrin,” becomes “Idrin”; “eternal,” “Iternal”; “hour,” “Iowa”; “times,” “Iimes”; “creator,” “Ireator”; and so forth. (Rastafari 167)

The term “downpressor” was also unique to the Rastafarian movement. Rastafarians substituted “downpression” for “oppression.” The Rastafarians believed that language shaped human perceptions, and they altered words to fit their philosophy (Sanders 62). For example, Rastafarians maintained that the sound of the word “oppression” projected the image of one uplifting the oppressed out of poverty. The term “downpression” clearly indicated that the oppressor was keeping the oppressed down—trapped in the ghettos and slums of Jamaica. In a similar way, the Rastafarians changed the word “understand” to “overstand.” The Rastafarians believed they do not have to “go under” to gain knowledge and wisdom.

The Youth Black Faith’s aggressive stance symbolized the escalating tension between Rastafarians and Jamaican authorities during the 1950s. For example, in 1954, Jamaica’s security forces succeeded in dismantling Howell’s Pinnacle community. During the raid, police arrested an estimated 163 Rastafarians on numerous charges including the cultivation of a dangerous drug (Barrett 87). In 1960, Howell was placed in an asylum for the mentally ill. A year earlier, a Rastafarian and a police officer clashed at Coronation Market located in West Kingston. During the incident, local vendors sided with the Rastafarian, thus encouraging police retaliation (Ferguson 62). Shortly after this altercation, police raided Back-O-Wall, a Rastafarian shantytown in West Kingston, and forcibly shaved Rastafarians’ dreadlocks (Semaj, “Inside Rasta” 8). Bongo Israel’s own mistreatment at the hands of the police supports the movement’s claim of police brutality: “We had to watch out for the police, come in and destroy us. They catch us on the street. They cut our locks” (Stepping Razor).

As police intimidation of the Rastafarians increased, repatriation emerged as the movement’s most urgent demand. In 1955, a representative from the Ethiopian World Federation (EWF) announced that Selassie was building a Merchant Navy with the hope of eventually providing transport to Ethiopia for Jamaicans (Barrett 90). Founded by Haile Selassie’s cousin in 1937, the EWF’s purpose was to unite several groups who were supporting Ethiopia during its war with Italy (Campbell, Rasta 76). According to Leonard Barrett, the announcement of Selassie’s “repatriation” plan “created what might literally be called a religious revival among the Rastafarians.” The Rastafarian movement, according to Barrett, “doubled its membership almost overnight” (90).

While the Rastafarian movement would prove unsuccessful in achieving the dream of repatriation, the movement had become by the late 1950s an irritating thorn in the side of the Jamaican government. Meanwhile, musical experiments involving Rastafarian musicians, such as drummer “Count” Ossie, and musicians associated with a popular form of music known as “ska” began to forge a four-decade relationship between the Rastafarian movement and Jamaica’s popular music. As a result, the popular music of Jamaica became more than a mode of entertainment; it became perhaps the chief medium of political and social commentary and, ultimately, a threat to the government. This study explores how that politicization of Jamaican popular music came about and how, ultimately, the government co-opted the politics of reggae.

PUBLIC AND SCHOLARLY INTERPRETATIONS OF THE RASTAFARIAN MOVEMENT

Since the Rastafarian movement’s inception in the 1930s, the response has ranged from “curiosity” to open “hostility” (Forsythe, “West Indian” 63). Not surprisingly, the Daily Gleaner’s early press coverage of the movement reflected the latter response; stories exaggerated the movement’s ability to undermine Jamaica’s theme of “national unity,” and criticized members of the movement as “dope fiends,” “malcontents,” and “violent revolutionaries.” In much the same way, the pioneering work of anthropologist George E. Simpson in the 1950s was fraught with inconsistencies, inaccuracies, and a lack of sensitivity to cultural differences common to some ethnographic studies of the period. Even as late as 1982, Ivor Morrish in his book, Obeah, Christ and Rastaman: Jamaica and Its Religions, criticized the movement for “its total ignorance of the world, economic affairs, and any sense of history” (89).

Unfortunately, the work of Morrish and others increasingly reflected a decidedly anti-Rastafarian bias rather than a clear understanding of the movement’s religious/spiritual philosophy, political goals, and contributions to Jamaica’s cultural heritage. Indeed, the recent work of several noted Rastafarian and reggae scholars has rehabilitated the Rastafarians’ image in Jamaica and dispelled a number of the myths surrounding the movement’s religious and/or political philosophy.1

Yet, the existing research has not considered a number of important issues. First, several studies on reggae music are bound by a one-dimensional focus on song lyrics. For example, several widely recognized and well-respected books on reggae music do not include an in-depth analysis of the music itself.2 In addition, many of these sources fail to use specific categories to examine the protest themes of Jamaica’s popular music. Thus, this study pursues a series of questions about the persuasive functions of protest lyrics derived from Smith, Stewart, and Denton’s typology of social movement rhetoric. By comparing, for example, the protest themes of ska to early reggae, it is argued that the “hero” figure in Jamaica’s popular music became increasingly more aggressive and political in nature. Moreover, it is important to appreciate the relationship between Jamaica’s popular music and its influence on the development of the Rastafarian movement. For example, in chapter 5, it is argued that while international reggae music popularized the movement, it also created a number of divisions within the Rastafarian movement and attracted a number of pseudo-Rastafarian groups to the movement. As a result, the Rastafarian movement seemingly became more of a “cultural fad” to some observers rather than a serious religious or political movement. Further, this study considers how the counter-pressures exerted by the Jamaican government and its surrogates also contributed to the evolution of the music. For example, efforts to censor ska, an early form of reggae music, resulted in the creation of a “cleaner,” and less offensive, form of that music.

Second, researchers need to examine systematically the Jamaican establishment’s strategies of social control. Over the years, scholars have studied the rhetoric of social control or how establishments attempt to avert protests by social movements. While some scholars suggested that Jamaica’s security forces implemented physical force to arrest and imprison members of the movement, most studies neglected to analyze all of the strategies used by the Jamaican authorities to control the movement. More important, many of these studies failed to indicate whether these strategies were ever effective in controlling the movement.3

Third, scholars have not discussed how the Jamaican establishment co-opted the Rastafarian movement for their own purposes, most notably for the promotion of Jamaica’s growing tourism industry. In the epilogue, it is argued that Rastafarian images and reggae music were co-opted into a symbol of Jamaica’s cultural heritage and transformed into a tourist attraction.

This study will comprehensively trace how Jamaica’s protest music has changed both lyrically and musically over a twenty-one-year period, and how the Jamaican government has attempted to silence or co-opt these voices of protest. Part 1 examines the relationship between agitation and control in Jamaica from 1959 to 1971. Chapter 1 focuses on the origins of reggae, examining its roots in the form of popular music known as ska (1959–1965). During this era, the fast, cheerful sounds of ska reflected the optimism of Jamaica’s independence from colonial rule. While ska did hint at Rastafarian themes, the music expressed more “personal” than “political” protest. Chapter 2 explores the short-lived but influential protest music known as rocksteady (1966–1967). This chapter will consider the role of the “Rude Boys,” a youth rebellion in Jamaica, in the development of a more aggressive, political music. A tension between violence and peace distinguished rocksteady as a transitional form between ska and early reggae. Chapter 3 discusses the emergence of early reggae music (1968–1971), noting how the Black Power movement in Jamaica played a significant role in coalescing Jamaica’s dissident groups. In particular, the once apolitical Rastafarian movement became increasingly politicized, as evidenced in the more aggressively political themes of early reggae songs. Chapter 4 investigates the Jamaican government’s response to the growing politicization of the Rastafarian movement during this entire period, from 1959 to 1971. The government and its surrogates used a variety of control strategies, from evasion to more aggressive strategies of coercion and suppression.

Part 2 investigates the tension between agitation and control from 1972 to 1980. Chapter 5 reveals how the Rastafarian movement and reggae music became an international phenomenon after 1972. During this period, U.S. record companies successfully marketed a “new” and “improved” reggae music to international audiences. While promoting reggae as a new brand of revolutionary music, record companies such as Island Records ironically modified reggae’s sound in order to appeal to white audiences. Chapter 6 examines how the government under the leadership of Prime Minister Michael Manley employed an entirely new strategy for responding to the challenge of Rastafarians as reggae grew in popularity. Rather than suppress the music, Manley co-opted it, hiring reggae musicians to play at political rallies and integrating Rastafarian themes into his political rhetoric.

The epilogue examines how the Jamaican government and the Jamaica Tourist Board (JTB) used reggae music and Rastafarian images to promote the movement and the music as part of Jamaica’s cultural heritage. The conclusion of the study will elaborate on the contributions of this research to the study of social movements, the rhetoric of social control, and protest music.


Part One

(1959–1971)


Chapter One
SKA AND THE ROOTS OF RASTAFARIAN MUSICAL PROTEST

To the casual listener, “ska” may appear to be nothing more than some form of speedy and spirited reggae. This is not entirely inaccurate. Ska is actually the pop-based precursor to reggae.

—Dale Turner

By the late 1950s, a newfound optimism permeated Jamaica’s warm tropical breezes. In a country with a history of slavery, institutionalized racism, class disparity, and economic dependence, this optimism appeared justified, at least at first glance. Despite its troubled past, Jamaica over the next few years would gain its national independence and experience an economic boom lasting until the late 1960s. The leaders of one of Jamaica’s leading political parties, the Jamaica Labour Party (JLP), were excited by the prospect of independence. Yet they also realized the island was experiencing a host of sociopolitical problems, from overcrowding to crime. While the government launched a vigorous national campaign to stress Jamaica’s transition to independence as a positive, uplifting event, “[n]epotism, violence and political victimisation came to characterise the transition from colonialism to neo-colonialism” (Campbell, “Rastafari” 10).

These political tensions coincided with the emergence of a new musical form known as ska. Ska was a mixture of mento, a Jamaican indigenous musical form, American jazz, and rhythm and blues.1 On the surface, ska was a happy, content—even cheery—music. But if one listened closely between the polyrhythmic pulses of the music, ska was as deceptive as the government’s attempt to paint the country with a color-blind palette of national unity. Ska may have sounded happy, but it also expressed a musical angst rooted in the tenement houses and yards of West Kingston, a dilapidated area of open sewers, rampant unemployment, and rival political gangs.

Despite the fact some ska songs were routinely banned from Jamaican radio stations, popular critics and music scholars generally have failed to appreciate their protest message. Erna Brodber, an observer of Jamaican music, has contended that Jamaican ska was not a medium of protest, claiming that most of the songs spoke of “morals and with love” and were little more than “re-issues of folk songs” (“Black Consciousness” 59). Writing in The Black Scholar, Patrick Hylton agreed that early ska songs were primarily love songs (27). In the same vein, other scholars have claimed that the music’s lyrics “tended to be light, [and] were generally about love and love-making” (Alleyne 118), concluding that ska closely resembled a Caribbean music known as calypso (Winders 68). Jamaican native and longtime observer of Jamaican music, Pamela O’Gorman, has dismissed ska as little more than a “regional variant of a broad U.S. style, namely rhythm and blues” (86).

As Jamaica’s leading popular music historian, Garth White, has observed, however, “critical social commentary and protest were in ska almost from its inception” (“Mento” 39). Although few observers have acknowledged ska’s protest themes, ska actually represented the first form of a popular protest music, albeit a “mild” protest against social and political conditions in Jamaica. Ska songs suggested more a politics of passive suffering rather than active resistance. Yet, ska played a significant role in creating a musical “community” of both Rastafarians and those sympathetic to the movement, and it gave early expression to the Rastafarian’s social and political ideology. Lyrically, ska promoted Rastafarian ideology through faint themes of repatriation and the introduction of the term “Mount Zion,” the Rastafarian’s heaven in Africa. Instrumentally, the ska song “Oh Carolina” featured Rastafarian drumming, and even the instrumental songs bore titles such as “Another Moses” and “Babylon Gone,” highlighting the movement’s belief in the divinity of Ethiopian emperor Haile Selassie and the hope for deliverance from oppression, or “Babylon.” With the advent of ska, Rastafarians thus began to explore a new mode of political expression, popular music, with far more reach than their traditional outlets: street preaching, church sermons, pamphlets, and word of mouth within Rastafarian communes.2 In the end, ska portended the development of popular music as the chief communicative medium of the Rastafarian movement.

JAMAICA: FROM COLONIALISM TO INDEPENDENCE

Following the arrival of Columbus in 1494, Jamaica became one of many Caribbean countries to be colonialized by European powers. From 1494 to 1655, the Spanish nearly extinguished Jamaica’s indigenous population, the Arawak Indians, while plundering the island for silver and gold. When the English became Jamaica’s new colonial rulers in 1655, they brought another source of forced labor, the West African slave. By the end of the seventeenth century, African slaves were being brought to Jamaica in increasing numbers to cultivate the vast fields of sugar cane. Even after the end of slavery in 1834, Jamaica continued to be under the thumb of British colonial rule, supporting a small white planter class and a large peasantry consisting mostly of former slaves. The white planter class denied the peasants’ independence by restricting the sale of land. Since most of the peasants could not obtain land, they were forced to work for the white planter class, subject to deplorable working conditions and cheap wages, as low as a penny a day (Beckford and Witter 40–1).

In 1938, a national workers’ strike set in motion a series of events that led ultimately to Jamaica’s independence in 1962. Rural sugar and banana workers and urban dockworkers rebelled against low wages and demanded improved working conditions. During the national strike, several were killed, hundreds were injured, and many others were jailed for their participation in the rebellion (Post 276–84).

To pacify the enraged workers, the British Crown established a Royal Commission, led by Lord Moyne, to investigate the workers’ demands (Beck-ford and Witter 62). The Moyne Commission established several new policies, including steps to establish representative self-government in Jamaica. Meanwhile, Jamaica’s colonial office conceded to the leaders who voiced the workers’ grievances against the colonial state, Alexander Bustamante and Norman Washington Manley (Beckford and Witter 61). In 1938, Manley became the leader of Jamaica’s first mass political party, the People’s National Party (PNP), and Bustamante assumed the leadership of one of Jamaica’s first organized labor unions, the Bustamante Industrial Trade Union (BITU).

In 1942, Manley and Bustamante disagreed over the PNP’s political role in Jamaica. Manley envisioned the PNP’s mission as seeking Jamaica’s constitutional independence, while Bustamante’s interests were to “secure the new relationship of direct bargaining of the laboring class with the ruling class” (A. Brown, Color, Class, and Politics 103). Tension between the two leaders became so great that Bustamante left the PNP and used his BITU to launch Jamaica’s second political party, the Jamaica Labour Party in 1943.

Following the split, the relationship between the two parties remained tense; the conflict often moved from simmering hostility to open warfare. The PNP was considered “left wing,” sponsoring economic and social reform, a high profile in international affairs and, at times, a socialist government. The JLP, in contrast, was described as a “right-wing” party maintaining a conservative ideology that favored capitalism, free enterprise, and a close link with western countries.3 A number of rival political parties, including the People’s Political Party (PPP), never achieved much success in Jamaica. Led by Barrister Millard Johnson, the PPP was a socialist party that ran political advertisements in Jamaica’s national newspaper, the Daily Gleaner, advocating the redistribution of wealth, eradication of racial discrimination, and developing economic and social ties to Africa (B. Johnson 25).

From 1944 to 1962, Jamaica’s political leaders and the British Crown worked on a plan for Jamaica’s full independence. In 1944, the British Crown signed into law a new Constitution, granting Jamaica Universal Adult Suffrage (Beckford and Witter 62). Ultimate authority for Jamaica’s internal and external affairs still rested with the governor-general who represented the British monarchy in Jamaica. By 1957, however, Britain began to undertake serious steps to relinquish control of Jamaica because of the financial burden the Caribbean colony placed on British taxpayers (Panton 26). In 1957, the PNP implemented a Cabinet government that enabled the Jamaican government to play a more influential role in determining the nation’s economic policies (Panton 26). Two years later, the PNP established Jamaica’s first fully autonomous government (Panton 26). This new arrangement allowed the prime minister to assume full responsibility for all internal affairs and reduced England’s authority in Jamaica to issues of foreign policy. On August 6, 1962, Jamaica finally secured full constitutional independence and became an independent parliamentary state within the British commonwealth. While the governor-general still remained officially head of the state, his role was now reduced to appearing at ceremonial events. The prime minister and his Cabinet government now had full executive power to make policy decisions in domestic and international affairs.

Less than four months before Jamaica became a sovereign nation, Manley and the PNP were voted out of office, and the JLP’s Alexander Bustamante became prime minister. Bustamante presided over a remarkable economic resurgence which occurred prior to and following independence. From 1950 to 1968, Jamaica’s gross domestic product (GDP), adjusted for inflation, increased 6.7 percent (Kuper 17). In 1960, the unemployment figure dipped to 13.5 percent, one of the lowest unemployment rates on record (Boyd 8–9). In addition, between 1956 and 1967, Jamaica’s manufacturing sector expanded as Jamaican entrepreneurs profited from an assortment of exports, including furniture, garments, and footwear (Stone, “Power, Policy and Politics” 27). Jamaica also continued to be one of the world’s leading exporters of bauxite. The Jamaican government encouraged American and Canadian companies to invest in Jamaican bauxite; bauxite continued to be Jamaica’s chief export for the next decade. As economist Derick Boyd has summarized: “The decades of the fifties and sixties were, in the main, good years for the Jamaican economy” (5).

While workers mined the “unlimited” deposits of bauxite in the hills of Jamaica, the Jamaican government also began to develop an equally appealing, less physically demanding “gold mine.” In order to catch the eye of the wealthy foreign traveler, the Jamaican government actively encouraged foreign investors to expand the tourist industry on Jamaica’s north coast. The sunny attractions, including Negril, Montego Bay, and Ocho Rios, sprouted new resort hotels, airport runways, and private beaches.

As foreign visitors celebrated their new tropical escape, the JLP continued to face both old and new social and political problems. There are at least four factors that plagued Jamaica as it made the transition from a British colony to an independent nation. First, Jamaica became even more economically dependent on foreign powers. The JLP and the PNP strived to emulate the “Puerto Rican Model” to create a “new” Jamaica. The effort to emulate this model, nicknamed “Operation Bootstrap,” encouraged foreign investors to establish manufacturing activities in Jamaica. By 1962, Jamaica’s economy was heavily tied to foreign investors, with dramatic increases in exports to Britain, the United States, Canada, and Japan. Jamaica’s dependence on foreign countries turned the island into a “peripheral attachment to the international capitalist system” (Beckford and Witter 79). In the case of bauxite, for example, Jamaica possessed the raw materials but did not possess the management and technological resources. In effect, Jamaica lacked the means of processing raw materials, such as bauxite and sugar. Because Jamaica depended on foreign powers for production, the island suffered from trade deficits, high interest rates, and high fees charged for technological and management services (Beckford and Witter 79).

Second, multinational corporations continued the process of purchasing Jamaica’s rural land. American and Canadian companies had taken over control of the bulk of the bauxite industry, and these multinational companies often drove small farmers from the rural areas of Jamaica’s parishes, including St. Ann and St. Elizabeth (Campbell, Rasta 93). Between 1943 and 1970, according to Campbell, 560,000 rural inhabitants were displaced from Jamaica’s countryside (Rasta 86). As these multinational corporations purchased the farms to mine for bauxite, Jamaica’s agricultural output dropped steadily, and Jamaicans began to rely more and more on imported food products.

Third, because of the land seizures and Britain’s 1962 immigration law that severely restricted Jamaicans from migrating to England, thousands migrated to Kingston, Jamaica’s capital city. There they suffered from unemployment, food shortages, and a high infant mortality rate. Many who could not find work turned to hustling, prostitution, and crime. In the slums, food shortages and disease played a significant role in a high death rate for children under four years of age. The Life Tables for British Caribbean Countries indicated that, from 1959 to 1961, 5,980 out of 100,000 infant males died during their first year of life (32). This was the highest death rate of all age groups in Jamaica.

Fourth, with the increasing migration of the populous to the city, Jamaica experienced a severe housing shortage. Although Jamaica’s Town Planning Department Report in 1961 stressed a need to redevelop some of Kingston’s poorer suburbs, including Trench Town and Kingston Pen, the commission was unable to make any substantial changes in these areas, building very few domiciles (3). For the very poor who could not rent a single-story tenement or a small apartment in a government housing project, squatting on government land became a matter of survival (Clarke 234). As the need for housing increased and the available housing slowly turned into crumbling tenements, middle-class Jamaicans built new houses in the Kingston Heights. Soon, Kingston visibly displayed the contrast between the rich and poor, as “mansions climbed up the hillsides while ghettoes spawned along Spanish Town Road” (Beckford and Witter 74). The increasing economic disparity between the middle and upper classes and those crowded in the urban ghettos made Jamaica’s national motto, “Out of Many, One People,” seem more and more an empty slogan.

THE RASTAFARIAN MOVEMENT: “CULT OF OUTCASTS”

During the 1950s, the Rastafarians were viewed by many in Jamaica as bearded drug addicts, a national eyesore, or a “cult of outcasts” (Patterson, “Ras Tafari” 15). The Daily Gleaner reported frequent clashes between Rastafarians and police, and the work of sociologist George E. Simpson confirmed the stereotype of the Rastafarians as black racists who wanted to rule over the white man (134–5). While the Rastafarian movement did indeed promote racial pride, the movement in reality posed little threat to Jamaica’s ruling class. Largely lower class, politically passive, and nonviolent, most Rastafarians were committed only to repatriating members to Africa and to worshiping the divinity of Haile Selassie.4 For the most part, Rastafarians avoided the political world, preferring meditation and prayer.

At the same time, however, the Rastafarian movement had developed a language of protest that later became prominent in Jamaica’s popular music. The first of three terms important to understanding this emerging political consciousness was “Babylon,” a term borrowed from the Bible but given unique meanings by the Rastafarian movement. In studying the Old Testament, the Rastafarians had “identified the Black Jamaicans as the chosen people of which the Bible spoke. In the bondage and oppression of the Hebrews in Egypt, they saw their own bondage and oppression in this latter day Babylon [Jamaica]” (Beckford and Witter 76). Since this biblical interpretation became common among Rastafarians, the term Babylon has been applied to a variety of entities that Rastafarians consider oppressive. Rastafarians have used the term Babylon to refer to the Jamaican government, the police, the Christian church, and western culture in general (Davis and Simon, “A Rasta Glossary” 69). Babylon has come to be associated with any symbol of oppression, as well as with any person who intentionally hurts others out of personal greed or prejudice (Gibson 25).

A second term that developed unique and special meanings within the Rastafarian movement was “Jah.” In Rastafarian culture, “Jah” referred to former Ethiopian emperor Haile Selassie. In 1929, Jamaican black nationalist Marcus Garvey’s fictional play, The Coronation of the King and Queen of Africa, spotlighted the crowning of an African king. In 1930, when Ras Tafari Makonnen, the great grandson of King Sahela Selassie of Shoa, was crowned emperor of Ethiopia (and renamed Haile Selassie I), many Jamaicans were convinced that he was literally the “King of Kings,” the living black messiah. Many Rastafarians believed Selassie’s status as a deity was a rejection of the white Christian church. The living black messiah rejected both the Bible’s portrait of Jesus Christ as white and the story of his death. For the Rastafarians, “Jah” was a “symbol of resistance” to the white church (Beckford and Witter 76).

The third protest term with unique significance in the Rastafarian movement was “Mount Zion.” Lamenting their own captivity in Jamaica, Rastafarians consulted their Bibles and identified their suffering with the plight of the Jews in the Bible. Consequently, Zion was torn from its biblical context and came to express the Rastafarians’ hope for repatriation to Africa. Through the Rastafarian lens, Mount Zion moved from Israel to Africa. Rastafarians rejected the traditional Christian interpretation that heaven was a spiritual place “in the sky” and promoted the belief that Mount Zion was, literally, a “heaven on earth.”

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, the Rastafarian movement actively began to seek repatriation to Mount Zion in Africa. In 1959, a self-declared Rastafarian “prophet,” Claudius Henry, sold fifteen thousand tickets to Rastafarians and other poor Jamaicans promising repatriation back to Ethiopia on October 5 (Smith, Augier, and Nettleford 16). Many abandoned their homes, sold their belongings, and traveled long distances to the port in Kingston where Henry promised that a ship would be waiting. The tickets even included a written promise that “[n]o passport will be necessary for those returning home to Africa” (Smith, Augier, and Nettleford 16). After Henry could not deliver on his promise of repatriation, he was jailed and fined for disturbing the peace.

The arrest of Claudius Henry only served to confirm what many had already thought about the Rastafarian movement—that they were a bunch of crackpots, deluded by visions of returning to Africa. After his release from jail in December 1959, Henry became increasingly hostile toward Jamaican authorities. Preaching to the members of his Rastafarian group, the African Reformed Church, Henry’s sermons often condemned the oppressive British government. During one sermon, Henry allegedly threatened the life of Prime Minister Norman Manley (Gray 50–1). On April 6, 1960, the Daily Gleaner announced that police, suspicious that Henry was planning to overthrow the government, had raided Henry’s headquarters and found twenty-five hundred electrical detonators, plus a cache of shotguns, machetes, and dynamite (“Weapons Seized” 1). In October of that same year, Henry went to trial on a variety of charges, including treason. During his trial, Henry announced he was a “prophet” and encouraged Jamaicans to “reform themselves” and seek repatriation to Africa (“Drilled Men” 4).

In the same year, Henry’s son, Ronald Henry, was training a guerrilla band of Rastafarians and sympathetic African Americans in Red Hills, a suburb overlooking Kingston. Ronald Henry and his followers had returned to Kingston from New York with the intent of overthrowing the Jamaican government (Stone, Class, Race, and Political Behavior 154–5). The government sent in a police force and soldiers from the Royal Hampshire Regiment, a military unit of the British command in Jamaica, and quickly suppressed the “Red Hills” incident (Barrett 98–9). The younger Henry and four of his followers were captured and sentenced to death for conspiring to overthrow the government.

In 1963, a Rastafarian “uprising” once again struck fear in the hearts of many Jamaicans. The altercation began near Montego Bay when a group of Rastafarians protested against restrictions that prohibited them from walking across the Rose Hall estate to their small plot of land. Rose Hall was quickly being transformed into a tourist attraction called Coral Gardens, and authorities feared the Rastafarian presence would frighten tourists (Campbell, Rasta 106). The conflict turned ugly, as a group of Rastafarians allegedly burned down a gas station, attacked a police officer with a spear, and killed eight people. The Daily Gleaner speculated that the Rastafarians were under the influence of drugs when they launched their “Holy Thursday rampage” (“8 Killed” 1). Within twenty-four hours, more than 150 Rastafarians were arrested on assorted charges, including vagrancy and unlawful possession of drugs and weapons (“8 Killed” 1).

Because the Rastafarian movement continuously evolved, it is difficult to describe its doctrines at any given stage of its development. At the request of some members of the Rastafarian movement, three University of the West Indies (UWI) researchers conducted two weeks of intensive research on the movement in July 1960 and summarized the movement’s core beliefs in a brief pamphlet entitled the Report on the Rastafari Movement in Kingston, Jamaica. Their report found that the Rastafarian movement unanimously believed in the divinity of Haile Selassie and favored the repatriation of all its members to Africa. After discussions with Rastafarian members, the authors also summarized the movement’s goals: to end police persecution, to improve economic conditions and access to adult education, and to strengthen human rights, including freedom of movement and speech (33–4).

Despite occasional incidents like the “Coral Gardens” uprisings, most Rastafarians preached love and peace. In a 1964 article in the daily newspaper, Public Opinion, one Rastafarian said: “A Rastaman can’t bruk shop, a Rastaman can’t chop up no one with machete,—Rastaman him no business with gun” (Heymans 8). In the Star, a Jamaican afternoon newspaper tabloid, Brother Aubrey Brown, a Rastafarian spokesperson, argued that the Rastafarian movement did not condone preaching “race hatred … against the pink nor the yellow” (qtd. in “Watch Word” 7). The Report of the UWI research team confirmed this nonviolent attitude when it reported that a “great majority of Ras Tafari brethren are peaceful citizens who do not believe in violence.” The Report did suggest, however, that the movement was heterogeneous, and that a small minority of Rastafarians were criminals, revolutionaries, or “mentally deranged” (27). However, most Rastafarians did not seem to fit the Jamaican government’s portrait of their cause as a violent, revolutionary social movement.

SKA AND THE ROOTS OF RASTAFARIAN PROTEST MUSIC

In the late 1950s, many Jamaicans loved American music. Jamaica’s affection for U.S. musical forms reflected the worldwide dominance of the U.S. music industry and the fact that until the late 1950s Jamaica lacked its own recording industry. In a 1994 interview, Dermot Hussey, a former employee of the Jamaica Broadcasting Corporation (JBC) and Radio Jamaica Rediffusion Limited (RJR), noted that American music—big band, swing music, and jazz—had long been popular in Jamaica, and many Jamaicans believed foreign music was more “sophisticated” than their own indigenous forms. By the late 1950s, a new American music, rhythm and blues (R&B), had begun to captivate Jamaicans. While some R&B and rock-and-roll artists (such as Bill Haley and the Comets) played to cheering Jamaican audiences, most of the music was either brought back from the United States or heard on transistor radio from U.S. radio stations, such as WINZ in Miami, Florida (Witmer 15).

Early American R&B stars became role models for struggling young Jamaican musicians. Fats Domino was extremely popular in Jamaica because he “dealt with black life” (G. White, “Mento” 38). Early ska bands, such as the Wailers, even imitated the appearance of the R&B artists. Peter Tosh, one of the Wailers’ founding members, recalled in the documentary Caribbean Nights: The Bob Marley Story that the “slick style” of short Afros, silk clothes, and sunglasses was adopted by ska bands hoping to “look like the ting.” Recording under the direction of Clement “Sir Coxsone” Dodd in the two-track Studio One in Kingston, ska groups such as the Charmers and the Gaylands modeled themselves after the Impressions and the Platters, singing about sexual temptation, longing, and lost love. Some Jamaican groups, such as the Three Tops, even named themselves after American R&B stars in their efforts to emulate black American musical forms.

Even before the rise of ska, Jamaica had produced a generation of legendary jazz and big band musicians. According to Dermot Hussey:

We had turned out a generation of musicians that were able to not only win acclaim here, but migrate to Britain primarily. People like Bertie King … established themselves also in the United States, and recorded for Blue Note records. So, there was this kind of level of musical excellence, particularly from the instrumental point of view. And that carried over into the ska period for a bit.

The popularity of this music was often credited to the influence of the Europeanized school missions in Jamaica. The Alpha Boys’ School, a kind of reform school located in West Kingston, was the best example of how European schools of music were established in Jamaica to train Jamaican musicians to emulate the “European wind band tradition” (Witmer 12). The Alpha Boys’ School sported an extraordinary music school and graduated some of Jamaica’s finest big band, swing, and jazz instrumentalists. The Alpha Boys’ School also trained musicians to fulfill national duties, such as playing for the Jamaica Military Band (Witmer 12).

The popularity of both R&B and ska was linked directly to a technology known in Jamaica as the “sound system.” Sound systems were portable music systems on wheels; vans would carry high-fidelity playback equipment to neighborhood dances in Kingston (Winders 68). These gatherings usually took place in outdoor venues, such as neighborhood yards (Witmer 16). In order to provide this service, all that was needed was access to a power line. With an available power source, a sound system could envelope the community in music with two to eight speaker systems (Davis, “Talking Drums” 33).

The sound system promoted R&B, music typically unavailable to many Jamaicans. Legendary ska producer and promoter Clement Dodd often traveled to the United States and reentered Jamaica with copies of American recordings. The sound systems were instrumental in exposing Jamaicans to American music, because the “majority of Jamaicans then could not afford the radios that could pick up foreign stations, and so were not exposed to the kinds of music coming out of America. It was left to the sound-systems to educate and entertain the average Jamaican to the musical happenings” (Jingles 1).

More important, the sound system became the focal point for the development of a community of dissent. As one of the few affordable social activities for the poor, the sound system brought music to places where the voice of the poor could be heard without interference by local authorities. As cultural critic Dick Hebdige has written, the “sound-system came to represent, particularly for the young, a precious inner sanctum, uncontaminated by alien influences, a black heart beating back to Africa” (Subculture 38). At a sound-system gathering, a deejay encouraged dancing and made toasts to the audience.5 Yet the deejay also would engage in a running commentary on political events in Jamaica.

By 1962, Jamaican ska was a hot musical item. A 1962 issue of Spotlight Newsmagazine, a Jamaican music magazine, reported that “whether or not it catches on in the States, there is no doubt that Ska is a big business in Jamaica” (“Ska—The Up Beat” 31–2). The ska sound (called “blue beat” in England) even created a national tremor in England. In “blue beat,” the music’s “monotonous, pulsating and compulsive” rhythms inspired a frenzied dance underscored by “the guttural grunts and groans of the dancers, who act like an exhausted person gasping for breath” (Patterson, “The Dance” 401). Edward Seaga, future JLP prime minister and a pioneer in recording Jamaican Revivalist music, managed to book a ska band at the 1964 World’s Fair in New York. Despite ska’s popularity, however, Jamaica’s upper classes often ridiculed the music as an inferior art of the lower classes.

Protest Lyrics

Many ska songs were either searing, jazzy instrumentals or romantic love songs. Borrowing from the American black music tradition of jazz and blues, the theme of personal angst was materialized in ska lyrics that highlighted male-female relationships. Within these genres, especially the blues, women were portrayed as embodying love and loneliness, devotion and infidelity (Spencer 126). One might read some ska songs, such as the Checkmates’ “Turn Me On” and Lee Perry’s “Sugar Bag,” as strictly “trivial” love songs (Ska Bonanza). In most of the songs, however, ska musicians expressed deep personal pain, brought about by the “corrupting” female influence. The temptation of female flesh and sexual pleasures ultimately led to “lonesome feelings,” “teardrops,” “broken hearts,” and “lost love.” The Wailers’ “I Need You” found the dejected male “ashamed” of his “lost love.” In order to fight from being a “small man” the victim declared: “I don’t need you” (One Love). The woman thus became a symbol of only temporary pleasure, followed by hard luck, separation, and alienation.

However, many of the music’s references—the social conditions of the ghetto, God as a redeemer, and repatriation to the “promised land”—clearly demonstrated ska’s budding political concerns.

For example, ska musicians hinted at the brewing discontent of Jamaica’s poor. In the shantytown, where an insult could quickly turn into a fatality, Bob Marley warned “Mr. Talkative” that too much gossip would lead to an early demise (One Love). Eric “Monty” Morris, an early ska musician, sang about a single mother raising children in poverty: “Old lady who live in a shoe / She had so many children / She didn’t know what to do.” Other artists, such as Theophilus Beckford, discussed the problem of youth in jail: “Georgie and the Old Shoes has gone to jail / Well if you’re looking for poor Georgie / He’s behind de [the] wall” (qtd. in G. White, “Mento” 41). Jamaican musician and record producer Prince Buster explored the issue of racial tension in the ghetto with the hit “Blackhead Chinee Man.” The song was not just a direct attack against Derrick Morgan, a successful ska musician, but a warning about the potentially explosive conflict between “native” blacks and the foreign merchant class in Jamaica (Clarke 79). While calling attention to such social and political problems, however, ska stopped short of calling for rebellion. In 1963, the Wailers’ first hit single, “Simmer Down,” actually called upon Jamaicans to “cool” their tempers:

Simmer down, control your temper Simmer
down and you’ll get stronger
Simmer down. Can’t you hear what I say?
Simmer down. Why don’t you, why don’t you
Simmer down? (One Love)

Ska musicians frequently looked to God for solace. Spirituals and gospel music had historical roots in a country populated with Christian churches. American gospel music has a direct link to the slave experience in the cotton fields. Gospel music draws on African tribal music, black spirituals, slave work songs, and Protestant church hymns (Carpenter 405). Gospel music has since influenced folk, blues, and R&B. In particular, the Wailers’ string of gospel singles, including the songs “Amen” and “Habits,” reflected the importance of the Christian church in the lives of many of these musicians (One Love).

As in most spirituals, God’s role was that of a silent redeemer. As a “shining light” or “spirit,” the faithful experienced God’s presence and patiently waited for God to fulfill biblical prophecy. In “Over the River,” the Jiving Juniors invoked the imagery of the Second Coming: “I’ll be here when he come / My savior, my savior / I’ll be here when he come” (Ska Bonanza). In the Wailers’ song, “I Am Going Home,” Bob Marley cried for God to “carry me home” (One Love). With God’s will at work, the oppressed passively waited for liberation and deliverance.

The theme of repatriation to the “promised land” also can be located in a variety of ska songs. Despite the fact that ska musicians did not focus attention on the Rastafarian goal of returning to Africa, the repatriation motif was important in developing subsequent Rastafarian themes. Ska musicians associated biblical references to the River Jordan with the theme of returning home. In the Bible, the River Jordan stretched from the Sea of Galilee to the Dead Sea and symbolically represented the watery impasse between the wandering “lost” Jewish tribe and the promised land. Over the opening chords of the Wailers’ “I Am Going Home,” Bob Marley sang of the River Jordan while the background vocals cried, “I am going home.” In another ska song, “River Jordan,” Clancy Eccles’s backup vocalists repeated the chorus “roll River Jordan roll,” while Eccles described Noah’s Ark, thunderous rain, and God’s return to rescue the faithful from oppression (Tougher Than Tough). Although the Maytals’ “Six and Seven Books of Moses” simply recited the books of the Old Testament, the song hinted at the Israelites’ return to the promised land (Tougher Than Tough).

In one of the few ska songs to employ Rastafarian images explicitly, “Carry Go Bring Come,” Justin Hines and the Dominoes invoked the image of Mount Zion, an image that would echo through reggae songs during the 1970s. In the song, Hines alerted followers to “seek in Mount Zion high / Instead of keeping oppression upon an innocent man” (Tougher Than Tough).

While some ska songs hinted at repatriation “back home,” “Carry Go Bring Come” discussed the oppressive experience in Jamaica and specifically acknowledged Mount Zion in Africa as the promised land. Although the ska sound was mostly a blend of several genres of popular music, Rastafarian themes were clearly expressed in song titles and instrumentation.

Musical Instrumentation

Ska music blended a variety of musical styles. Kenneth M. Bilby, a scholar of Jamaican music, has referred to the blending of musical styles as the process of creolization. Creolization refers to a “meeting and blending of two or more older traditions on new soil, and a subsequent elaboration of form” (“The Caribbean” 2). American musical forms such as jazz and big band music inspired ska’s horn sound, and R&B influenced the music’s guitar style, the types of chords used, and the length of the song (usually under four minutes). Jamaican music expert Garth White has also suggested that ska was influenced by its predecessor, mento: ska’s “shuffle-rhythm [is] close to mento but even closer to the backbeat of the r&b” (“Mento” 38).6 Ska also contained a mix of blues and African elements such as call and response (Turner 148).

Ska’s top music producers, Clement Dodd, Leslie Kong, and Duke Reid, would invite young, upstart ska musicians like Jimmy Cliff to record songs with a studio “house band,” consisting of some of the best musicians on the island. Because of the limitations of two-track recording, a producer would be forced to record the band “live” (i.e., all the musicians would play in the same room at the same time). One of Jamaica’s most influential bass guitarists, Jackie Jackson, recalled the limitations of the two-track studio:

It was all of the instruments on one track and the vocals on the other. Thank the Lord 4-track came along. You used to play out your soul on 2-track because every time you take a cut, all of the instruments pop up on one track. Sometimes you go back and listen and you can’t hear something. So you take another cut, you go back in and listen, and now something too loud. It went on like that for ever and ever because there was no separation. (qtd. in Gorney 41)

Although the limitations of the recording technology played a significant role in the often uneven and “raw” production, ska songs clearly reflected the joyful celebration of independence and the bustling urban life of West Kingston. And the music’s relatively fast tempo accounted in large measure for ska’s joyful sound. Compared to reggae music of the 1970s (averaging approximately 72 beats per minute [bpm]), ska songs achieved a faster tempo of approximately 110 to 130 beats per minute. Songs such as the Wailers’ “Simmer Down” (124 bpm), Justin Hines and the Dominoes’ “Carry Go Bring Come” (126 bpm), the Skatalites’ “Nimble Foot Ska” (128 bpm), and Don Drummond and Roland Alphonso’s “Roll On Sweet Don (Heaven and Hell)” (131 bpm) exemplified ska’s quick, often festive, beat.7

Like most western music, ska music was played in 4/4 or common time (four quarter notes per bar).8 The ska ensemble included a rhythm guitar and, occasionally, a lead guitar, an upright bass, drums, lead and harmony vocals, and often an extensive horn section that included a trombone, trumpet, and a tenor or alto saxophone (or both). Unlike later rocksteady and reggae bands, a ten-piece ska band took on the appearance of a large jazz ensemble or a big band.

Although ska borrowed heavily from other musical genres, the musicians created a unique rhythmic sound and style. In the early 1960s, ska singer and producer Prince Buster asked his guitarist Jah Jerry to emphasize the offbeat in an attempt to move ska beyond simply copying the R&B sound (Barrow 11). In most American popular music, the rhythm guitar accented the downbeat or played on the underlined numbers: (1 & 2 & 3 & 4 &). In contrast, ska guitarists played on the offbeat or the “and” (1 & 2 & 3 & 4 &). The guitarist’s emphasis on the offbeat, rather than the downbeat, created the distinctive sound that has since characterized all of Jamaica’s popular music.

In the typical ska arrangement, the piano and horns would help the guitarist emphasize ska’s offbeat sound. For example, Don Drummond’s instrumental, “Man in the Street,” featured a guitar, piano, and horns playing the same rhythm, each instrument emphasizing the offbeat. However, in songs such as Derrick Morgan’s “Forward March,” when a guitarist was not available, the horns and piano provided the offbeat pattern (Tougher Than Tough).

As a musical experience, the rhythm guitar created a positive, almost optimistic sound. The ability of the guitarist to create this “happy” and “uplifting” sound was a result of the usage of major, as opposed to minor, chords and keys. For centuries, western musicians have used major chords and keys to convey “happy” and “optimistic” feelings to listeners. Although some ska songs did utilize minor keys, most songs were written in major keys, relying on the three major or primary chords (I, IV, V). Playing a short, choppy rhythm, the ska guitarist enhanced this “happy” sound by playing mid-register voicings on the top three or four smallest strings near the middle of the guitar neck. Some guitarists further emphasized this sound by employing more frequent chord changes. In “Simmer Down,” the guitarist used two chords, changing every two beats (1 & 2 & 3 & 4 &) within the 4/4 framework.

While the rhythm guitar, piano, and horn section anchored ska’s offbeat sound, the drummer typically emphasized downbeats 2 and 4. The drummer typically played a timekeeping role, utilizing only a minimal number of percussive instruments: snare drum, hi-hat, ride cymbal and, occasionally, the bass drum. In most ska songs, the drummer would hit the snare drum on beats 2 and 4, while playing a steady eighth-note pattern on the hi-hat or a ride cymbal. Yet, in songs such as “Man in the Street” and “Nimble Foot Ska” (Ska Bonanza) the drummer played a more adventurous role, using bass drum accents, snare fills, and busier improvisational work on the hi-hat to add color to the sound. Despite these occasional rhythmic flourishes, the drummer played a subordinate role in the ska arrangement. It was not until the birth of international reggae that the drums became an extremely important, if not dominant, musical instrument.

The bass, along with the rhythm guitar and drums, served as an important part of ska’s percussive sound. Employing a stand-up bass (electric bass guitars were not widely used in Jamaica until the mid-1960s), the ska bassist would frequently play a “walking” bass line, a bass figure often heard on jazz and blues records. To achieve this sound, the bassist would play four quarter notes per bar illustrating the “one-note-per-beat” style. For example, in Jimmy Cliff’s 1962 song “Miss Jamaica” (Tougher Than Tough), the bass player played this ska bass line (figure 1.1):

[image: images]

A simplified version of this bass rhythm would look like this (figure 1.2):

[image: images]

While the electric guitar, piano, upright bass, and drums functioned as ska’s unwavering rhythmic “heartbeat,” the horn section would have far more latitude and freedom to explore the boundaries and scope of its collective function and sound. The horn section performed multiple roles, including sustaining chord tones, doubling the guitar’s offbeat staccato chords, playing a song’s main riff or theme, and—at times—even improvising solo passages. For example, in “Carry Go Bring Come” the trombone provided the opening statement, while additional horns acted in a supportive manner by blowing unison lines in the background. After a four-bar theme, the trombone joined the other horns, and for the remainder of the song, the tenor sax, trumpet, and trombone played in unison, while additional horns doubled the guitar’s offbeat figure. In this song, one horn section functioned harmonically and rhythmically by doubling the offbeat guitar chords, while the other horns played a unison melody.

Frequently, ska songs such as “Nimble Foot Ska” featured complicated horn arrangements. In this song, after the drummer provided a brief introductory snare fill, the tenor sax introduced the song’s eight-bar theme before the rest of the horn section (trombone, alto sax, and trumpet) entered with a well-structured background theme. Early in the song, the horn section played a harmonized theme, while the tenor sax improvised a brief solo. As the song progressed, a horn trio consisting of trumpet, trombone, and sax alternated between playing harmony and unison lines. Similar to many early ska songs, “Nimble Foot Ska” demonstrated the genre’s reliance on horns and the complexity of these arrangements.

Ska songs would also include another important “instrument,” the human voice. Typically, ska songs featured a lead vocal and two or three backup singers. While most vocal arrangements were fairly rudimentary, some songs previewed the more complex vocal arrangements that would be heard in future rocksteady and reggae songs. In the Jiving Juniors’ song “Over the River,” for example, the lead singer and three backup singers harmonized during the song’s introduction. As the song shifted into the chorus, the backup singers vocalized the phrase “I’ll be here when he come,” while the lead singer repeated the words “over the river.” Later in the song, the two vocal parts switched roles: the backup singers repeated “over the river” while the lead singer enthusiastically proclaimed: “I’ll be here when he come.” Despite vocal workouts like “Over the River,” which reflected a type of call-and-response approach, most ska songs employed more basic vocal arrangements such as a lead vocal and backup harmony parts.

In sum, even though the ska sound was heavily dominated by the accented offbeat, it also exploited the tension between the offbeat and the downbeat. While the electric guitar, piano, and occasionally one or more horns emphasized the offbeat, the drums and the bass anchored the downbeat. Another important characteristic of the ska sound was the combination of structured repetition and improvisation. The electric guitar, bass, piano, and drums played with very little variation; in comparison, one or more horns and, occasionally, the vocals would improvise “around” the rest of the ensemble to help create ska’s “happy,” “joyous,” and “uplifting” sound. Some of these vocal arrangements harkened back to traditional American black music, especially gospel music, which is often marked by vocal improvisations. Perhaps ska can best be characterized as a product of creolization, borrowing heavily from black American music (jazz, gospel, and R&B), while also incorporating indigenous (mento) and African elements into its sound. In addition, ska music began to reflect the influence of the Rastafarian movement.

The connection between Rastafari and ska music was most evident in the work of two pioneering musicians: Oswald Williams, popularly known as “Count Ossie,” and Don Drummond. In the 1940s, Count Ossie was inspired by Burru drumming, an African drumming pattern, and he established several Rastafarian camps and invited many sympathetic to the Rastafarian movement to be part of his musical experiments (G. White, “Mento” 39). His earliest recordings have not survived, but Ossie highlighted Rastafarian drumming in the haunting song “Oh Carolina” (Tougher Than Tough). The song was sung by the Folkes Brothers with Count Ossie and other Rastafarian musicians adding traditional Rastafarian drumming and backup vocals.

Rastafarian influences were also evident in the titles of his instrumental songs such as “Another Moses” and “Babylon Gone.” “Another Moses” referred cryptically to the divinity of Haile Selassie, and “Babylon Gone” expressed the Rastafarian hope in being delivered from Jamaica’s oppressive social structure to their home in Africa (G. White, “The Development” 64). In the mid-1960s, Ossie formed a group called the Mystic Revelation of Rastafari. Cedric Brooks, a noted Jamaican musician, said that “Count Ossie was the pioneer in bringing the Rasta Music into the open” (Brooks 14).

Don Drummond has been credited with introducing Rastafarian influences into the musical nucleus of ska. As the leading trombonist for the Skatalites, Drummond’s songs—“Tribute to Marcus Garvey,” “Reincarnation,” and “The Return of Paul Bogle”—reflected his Rastafarian faith (Jerry 1). Dermot Hussey explained in an interview the connection between Drummond and Rastafarian themes: “If you noticed all the themes that had an African orientation in ska music, “Don de Lion,” “Father East,” … all those things, he was the one that I think that had a great association with the kind of Rastafarian sensibility.”

In 1965, Drummond, who had a history of mental illness, murdered his girlfriend, and in 1969 he committed suicide in a Jamaican asylum. The black nationalist newspaper, Abeng, mourned Drummond’s death and praised his contribution to ska. One Rastafarian writer, Bongo Jerry, characterized Drummond as the “melody of Freedom Sounds.” Recognizing Drummond’s incredible musical skill and tragic life, Jerry confessed: “[W]e hurt inside when we remember that he was pushed around, pushed about and then finally shoved out by Babylon” (1).

The influence of Count Ossie and Don Drummond created the opportunity for ska musicians to enter Rastafarian camps, to engage in musical experiments, and to become sensitive to the Rastafarian ethos. Because of their association with the movement, these musicians were “always kept under surveillance by the police” (Clarke 67). In effect, the fusion of ska and Rastafari initiated the process of creating a musical community unified against an oppressive social system.

By the mid-1960s, however, Jamaica’s popular music would evolve into rocksteady, a more aggressive, more politically minded protest music. Although not politically explicit protest music, ska initiated this evolution of Jamaican popular music toward a message of dissent against repression, intolerance, and discrimination.
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