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Religion: Rastafari


“Rastafari not a culture, it's a reality”, a famous quote from Rastafarian prophet and musical artist, Bob Marley, is also a mind state for many Rastafari followers.  What is Rastafari?  It is a movement, whether it have the connotation of being religious or politically social, which originated in the streets of Jamaica. With it's connection to reggae music and marijuana usage, it is often difficult to see past the image society has given Rastafari, but at the end of the day it is a movement taken seriously by many people who have been through more than we will ever know.


Rastafari was brought to life by Old Testament Christian writings and centralized around the ideology of Jamaican nationalist Marcus Garvey.  Providing pride and courage for many Jamaicans of African (or Afrikan as the Rastafari say) descent, particularly Ethiopia, Rastafari was originally established to defend Jamaicans from inequality and prejudice (generally from the caucasian race).  It's roots are found in the beginnings of slavery in Africa, mainly Ethiopia, regarding colonialism and European tyranny although Ethiopia was never actually colonized.  It began with the Italians invading Ethiopia only to retreat due to a strong army led by Menelik I, uncle to Haile Selassie I (whom we will discuss later).  Countries, like Eritrea, around Ethiopia were being colonized by the Dutch, Italian, French, and Portuguese but Ethiopia remained stubborn to change in power.  Unfortunately, Italy came back for round 2 with the help of Hitler's Nazi's, and this time they defeated the Ethiopian army led by Emperor Haile Selassie I.  After 7 months of fighting, Selassie I went into exile in Bath, England from 1936 to 1941.


Emperor Haile Selassie I or Tafari Makonnen was the influential leader of Ethiopia from 1930, after previously being Ras (duke or head)/Regent to Empress Zauditu and Negus (king) in 1928, to 1974 when he died during his imprisonment by the Derg (rebellious low-ranking military officers).  His father, Ras Makonnen (governor of the Harar province in Ethiopia), left a young Tafari under the supervision of General Haile Selassie Abayneh.  Abayneh placed Tafari in classes to learn French and important Ethiopian books like the Kebra Negast.  The Kebra Negast, about Queen Shiba's birth to Menelik (the first emperor of Ethiopia) with King Solomon in Jerusalem, was essential to Tafari's development due to the fact that Tafari later discovers his biblical lineage to King Solomon (making him a future emperor).  Tafari had dreams of a world of equality and peace, and constantly reiterated the fact that war was an unnecessary means of negotiation.  He was firm in his beliefs and would always attempt to diplomatically resolve issues between Ethiopia and other African/European countries.  Because of his profound ability to never act out of selfishness or hate and his biblical lineage to King Solomon (along with the fact that he was born on the first zodiac day for Leo, representing the Lion of Judah), he was said to be the elect of God (sometimes even being said to be the reincarnation of Jesus) by the Rastafarian peoples.  Being the building block for Ethiopia's global notoriety, Tafari would speak for Ethiopia at League of Nations (United Nations) meetings in hopes of bringing assistance to the struggling country.  Not only being a global icon, he did work in Africa by helping to create the Organization for African Unity (OAU), putting an end to civil war in Nigeria, and assisting in other cultural conflicts within Africa (including his famous speech about his disapproval of the European Apartheid in South Africa).  Sadly, after all of his conscious efforts to construct a peaceful Africa, he was imprisoned (after a failed coup years earlier) by military officials whose beliefs were centered mainly around Marxism.  He died within his cell walls, and after his death 60 of his government officials were unjustifiably executed.


Another important figure deserving honorable mention is the nearly forgotten revolutionary, Marcus Garvey. Garvey was a scholar, journalist, African Nationalist, and Pan Africanist, giving him a vast array of skills able to be used during his push against slavery and discrimination.  Oddly enough, Garvey never considered himself to have ties to the Rastafari, he himself was a Methodist who turned Roman Catholic.  Still this did not provide any setback to the effect that he had among the Rastafarian peoples.  The Rastafarian community strongly believed in Garvey's “Back to Africa Movement” preaching that all African's who left the homeland during the African Diaspora should go back to revisit their ancestry and find their roots.  Garvey's boldest yet most praised prediction was true after he said,  "Look to Africa, when a black king shall be crowned for the day of deliverance is at hand!". Ras Tafari Makonnen (Haile Selassie I) is believed to be the king that Garvey was talking about and this prophecy being unveiled as true attracted more followers to Rastafari.  His beliefs (Garveyite Philosophy) comprised of 3 main guidelines for Africans which were: race first, self reliance second, and nationhood third.  His guidelines served as inspiration to people like Martin Luther King Jr. and Charles De Gaulle and led Rastafarian's to believe he was not only a prophet but possibly a reincarnation of St. John the Baptist.  Garvey, however, was followed by Leonard Howell who took Garvey's beliefs and made them extremes by attempting to transform Rastafarian's into racists themselves.  Luckily, Howell was persecuted. 


Some of Rastafari's most notable practices and beliefs were to follow a specific diet called Ital, smoking marijuana in communions for meditative purposes, and believing in themselves as individuals of God.  The diet, Ital (meaning vital in Jamaican patois), consisted of pure and clean digesting which meant no chemicals, salt, flesh, blood, alcohol, cigarettes, or drugs (marijuana not considered to be a drug).  This diet gave Rastafarian's the mindset of being clean and healthy throughout their lives (similar to the Jews in Leviticus 11), which in most cases was true.  To go with the diet, Rastafarian's practiced the smoking of marijuana for religious and body/mental health purposes.  Rastafarian's smoke marijuana to bring themselves closer to God, and to utilize all the herbs that the land gives (as said in the Bible).  Evidentially, the smoking of marijuana is different from country to country, but the passiveness that it brings to the human body, mind, and soul is undoubtedly one of a kind.  The marijuana also does one more very important deed for Rastafarian's, it allows the mind to find themselves from within, and embrace who they are with no outer influence.  The term “I and I” is used to describe the unity one has with themselves through Jah (God's energy) and the spiritual effects of marijuana induce deeper thoughts.  Aside from popular belief, marijuana usage isn't a large part of Rastafari culture, and the misconception will never go away.


Understanding the Rastafari culture is subjecting yourself towards spiritual enlightenment and equality of all races across the globe.  Deriving from Judaism and Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity, Rastafari is both a religious and a social movement which has been practiced for approximately 100 years.  As of now the group number stands at an estimation of 1,000,000 followers, and the number will only grow.
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