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Abstract

This paper explores the intricate relationship between language, belief, and cultural resilience within the
Rastafarian movement in Britain. Drawing upon interdisciplinary perspectives from linguistics, religious
studies, cultural anthropology, and sociology, the paper delves into the unique linguistic practices,
spiritual beliefs, and cultural expressions of Rastafarians in Britain. The paper examines the evolution of
Rastafarian discourse, highlighting its distinctiveness and resilience within the context of Jamaican Patois
and British multiculturalism. It analyses the role of language in shaping Rastafarian identity, resistance,
and community cohesion, considering how linguistic practices reflect and reinforce Rastafarian beliefs
and cultural norms. Furthermore, the paper explores the religious beliefs and practices that underpin
Rastafarianism, particularly the reverence for Emperor Haile Selassie | and its implications for Rastafarian
identity in Britain. It investigates how Rastafarian beliefs intersect with broader social and political issues,
including race, colonialism, and social justice, shaping the movement’s engagement with British society.
Finally, the paper examines the concept of cultural resilience within the Rastafarian community, analysing
how Rastafarians in Britain have preserved and adapted their cultural traditions in the face of challenges
such as racism, discrimination, and cultural assimilation. Overall, this paper contributes to a deeper
understanding of the Rastafarian movement in Britain and its significance in the context of language,
belief, and cultural resilience. It underscores the enduring impact of Rastafarian discourse and practices
in shaping diverse cultural landscapes and fostering social change.
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Introduction

Within the vibrant cultural mosaic of Britain, the presence of Rastafarianism has left an indelible mark,
enriching the country’s religious and social fabric. Emerging from the crucible of colonial encounters in
the West Indies, Rastafarianism intertwines strands of Christianity with Afrocentric perspectives, offering
adherents a unique philosophical outlook on life. Rastafarian belief centres on a profound sense of
displacement, portraying followers as Israelites torn from their homeland, with Babylon serving as a
symbolic representation of their exile from Africa. This fusion of spirituality and cultural identity finds
resonance in the socio-historical landscape of Jamaica during the colonial era, where biblical imagery
provided a potent language for articulating resistance and resilience. Against the backdrop of Britain’s
urban sprawl, particularly in cosmopolitan hubs like London, the experiences of black communities are
shaped by the intricate interplay of racial discrimination and the complexities of urban life. In these
bustling metropolises, where diversity thrives, black communities often coalesce into tight-knit enclaves,
where shared experiences of marginalization forge strong bonds of solidarity. Within these
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neighbourhoods, racial identity serves as a unifying force, providing a sense of belonging amidst the
challenges of systemic inequality and social exclusion. Within this urban landscape, Rastafarianism
emerges as a significant cultural and spiritual movement within black communities.

Origin and belief

Rooted in Jamaica but transplanted to British soil through migration, Rastafarianism offers a powerful
framework for resistance and empowerment. Its Afrocentric philosophy and emphasis on African identity
resonate deeply with the experiences of black Britons navigating the complexities of urban life. The
movement itself originated in Jamaica and has in recent years become “one of the dominant images of
West Indian identity” (Storry & Childs 2003). It is important to recall Hegel’s characterization of Africa as
“outside history” (Ashcroft et al. 2002), reflecting a Eurocentric perspective that diminishes the
complexity and richness of African societies within the narrative of Western progress. In response to this
reductionist view, Rastafarianism stands as a testament to the resilience and determination of black
communities to reclaim and celebrate their African heritage, challenging hegemonic narratives and
asserting the value of African cultural identity within the diaspora. Also, it is crucial to recognize the
diverse religious landscape within Britain’s West Indian population, which encompasses a spectrum of
faith traditions, and a “range of Christian, Islamic, and atheistic positions” (Storry and Childs 2003).

Despite Rastafarianism not prevailing as the dominant belief system, its communities in London offer
a unique lens through which to examine the legacy of European imperialism and its enduring impact on
contemporary society. Through their distinct interpretations and lived experiences, Rastafarian
communities contribute to ongoing dialogues surrounding identity, power, and resistance in the face of
historical and present-day challenges. The primary text which serves as a reference for Rastafarians is the
Bible, but a different reading is applied in the context of British colonial history. With London as the
metropolitan centre of the British Empire, its Rastafarian inhabitants as a subculture require a careful
approach in the context of broader historical relations between Africa and Europe. As noted by Paul
Gilroy, the political consciousness of black settlers in Britain and their children “draws on histories and
memories of struggle beyond Britain’s borders” (37). Therefore, the varieties of interpretations
constituted in the relationship between the white and black proponents of biblical meanings and
principles offer a serious challenge to those trying to reduce them to a single concept. It is important to
acknowledge that there is a general consensus among most scholars that the Rastafarians are inheritors
of the thought world of Marcus Garvey, a proponent of Black nationalism in Jamaica and the United
States.

Rastafarianism also includes a spiritual and a socio-political outlook which is associated with certain
cultural practices such as reggae music, cannabis and dreadlocks, a particular hair style worn by its
followers. Also, part of its legacy is located primarily in what is referred to as Ethiopianism. Countering
the colonial discourse, Ethiopianism is a notion that the “modern state of Ethiopia fulfils biblical prophecy
of the rise of a dominant nation as represented primarily in Psalm 68:31, interpreted to be a reference
to Africa” (Davidson 2008). This concept places Ethiopia as symbolic or actual homeland and functions
both as a source of identity and a destination for Africans living outside of Africa. The polarity inherent in
Rastafarianism delineates a profound contrast between Babylon, symbolic of negative Eurocentric
values, associated with colonialism and oppression, and Zion/Ethiopia, embodying positive notions of
pride, community, and humanity. This dichotomy reflects a broader narrative of resistance against
colonial and postcolonial power dynamics, wherein the reappropriation of African/Ethiopian symbols
becomes a means of cultural resistance. As Edmonds observes, the “deification of Haile Selassie’s call for
repatriation, and the adoption of the Ethiopian national colors” (2002) serve as tangible expressions of
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this reconnection with African roots. Storry and Childs (2013) observe that identifications within diasporic
communities are multifaceted and fluid, and “much more complex, in other words, than is suggested by
traditional models of assimilation” reflecting diverse experiences and histories. It is also crucial to
position Rastafarianism within the context of Atlantic slave trade, since it is a subject approached from a
biblical standpoint by the Rastafarians. Speaking of exploitation of both resources and labour, Levine
remarks that it was the Atlantic slave trade that secured vital wealth and financial rise of Europe and of
the British Empire throughout the eighteenth century:

Slave labour in European-held colonies was by no means a unique phenomenon. Human

enslavement had a long and a varied history by the time the Atlantic slave trade became

profitable, but it was western European exploitation of existing slave practices in the

Mediterranean and further south in sub-Saharan Africa that created the vast and distinctive trade

associated with colonialism. (13)

The historical context of slave labour in European-held colonies provides a backdrop for
understanding the emergence of Rastafarian discourse and its use of the trope of Babylon. As Davidson
notes, the trope of Babylon is tied to “development of a Rastafarian hermeneutic” (2008), and it is
therefore necessary to pay attention to the notions of “Ethiopianism, Zionism, and exile and return or
repatriation as they appear in Rastafarian contexts” (48). The crowning of Selassie symbolized the arrival
of the prophet destined to revive Ethiopia’s ancient glory and free its oppressed descendants from
colonial subjugation, thereby positioning Selassie as a revered African liberator, marking a decisive break
from colonial norms through the attribution of divine qualities. In the place of what is considered as a
European white merciful Jesus, “Rastas posit an African liberator, Haile Selassie I, conquering lion of the
tribe of Judah” (Edmonds 2002). The crowning of Selassie signified far more than a mere ceremonial
event; it was the embodiment of a profound spiritual and political awakening for Ethiopia and its
diaspora. As Selassie ascended to the throne, he became more than just a ruler; he became the
embodiment of hope, liberation, and divine providence for millions of oppressed Africans. In the eyes of
Rastafarians, Selassie was not just a monarch but a messianic figure, the fulfillment of ancient prophecies
foretelling the rise of a leader who would restore Ethiopia to its former glory and lead its people to
freedom. This symbolic elevation of Selassie as a revered African liberator represented a decisive rupture
from colonial paradigms. Instead of venerating a European white Jesus, Rastafarians embraced Selassie
as the conquering lion of the tribe of Judah, a symbol of strength, resilience and African identity.

Cultural struggle

As Paul Gilroy points out, racism has featured in Britain’s complex political antagonisms, “marking
distinct patterns of social and political subordination and de-subordination, resistance and negotiation”
(17). Additionally, the racialization of Britain’s political sphere has undergone successive phases since the
conclusion of World War Il. In this context, it becomes necessary to acknowledge the populist impulse
evident in recent patterns of racialization as a response to the crisis of representation. The right, as noted
by Gilroy, has crafted a language of “nation which gains populist power from calculated ambiguities that
allow it to transmit itself as a language of ‘race’” (29). This deliberate ambiguity serves to bolster the
populist power of racialized discourse, contributing to the perpetuation of divisive narratives within
society, and negate the experiences of Caribbean people of African descent in Britain who offer a rich
tapestry of identity negotiation. As Edmonds poignantly illustrates, they find themselves “sandwiched
between their maligned African ways, which came naturally, and the European ways, which were held
out as the best of human civilization” (2002). Storry and Childs further elucidate this complexity,
highlighting that individuals born in Britain to West Indian parents have “potential access to all the
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variations and nuances of language in between” (2013).

In this context, the cultural diversity experienced by individuals of West Indian descent in Britain
becomes emblematic of the broader struggles for identity and belonging within the diaspora. For
Rastafarians, Marcus Garvey presents a model of an Afrocentric narrative that begins with critical
reflection upon the social and political conditions of persons of African descent. His Afrocentric
interpretation of the Bible and his “Ethiopianist vision and philosophy of Blackness, which had a powerful
impact on Garveyites both in Jamaica and the United States, also influenced the Rastafarians” (Davidson
2008). Such a negotiation of culture reflects a deeper negotiation of racial identities, where individuals
navigate the complexities of their heritage, upbringing, and social context. While Rastafarianism may not
conform to conventional expressions of black nationalism or engage in overt political activism, its ethos
of spiritual liberation and cultural revitalization carries profound political implications. Through their
beliefs and practices, Rastafarians challenge dominant narratives of power and privilege, advocating for
a vision of society rooted in justice, equality, and solidarity. In this way, Rastafarianism represents not
only a spiritual movement but also a form of cultural resistance against the forces of oppression and
exploitation.

The Afrocentric reading of the Bible not only provided the foundation for individual and collective
actions that imbue Rastafarian culture with vitality beyond its local confines, but also informed the
significant influence of Afro-Caribbean Rastafarian style on youth subcultural fashion in Britain during the
late 1970s and 1980s, impacting both black and white communities. Even today, black subcultural styles
tend to “lead the way in British street fashion, especially those derived from the Afro-American Rap
scene...” (Storry & Childs 2013). This intersection of cultural expression and social influence finds
resonance in the works of Benjamin Zephaniah, a seminal figure in British street culture and Afrocentric
artistry. Zephaniah, with his mastery of poetry and performance, emerged as a voice of resistance and
renewal, challenging mainstream narratives while celebrating the richness of African and Caribbean
heritage. His poetry, infused with themes of identity, justice, and solidarity, resonated deeply with
marginalized communities, offering a platform for self-expression and empowerment. His poems explore
the finer points of politics, veganism, spirituality and music. Zephaniah is giving “life to what is also a very
postcolonial poetry, rooted as it is in the diasporic experience and concerns” (Davidson 2008). In the
poetry of Benjamin Zephaniah, there emerges a departure from the thought of Garvey, particularly in the
interpretation of the concept of “Babylon.” Garvey’s view of “Babylon” resembles the one described in
the book of Jeremiah, where Babylon is viewed as a site for divine destruction and a place from which
believers must flee to find salvation. Similarly, in his poem Having a Word, Zephaniah encapsulates this
departure with the line “Babylon must burn” (line 27), but while Garvey and the book of Jeremiah may
perceive Babylon primarily as a symbol of divine retribution or a corrupt society, Zephaniah’s depiction
carries a broader and more nuanced symbolism. “Babylon” in Zephaniah’s poetry represents various
forms of oppression, injustice, or societal decay that demand confrontation and transcendence. Garvey
is intensely committed to the idea of repatriation of Africans to Africa as exemplified in his modification
of the slogan, “Africa for Africans” to which he added “at home and abroad” (Davidson 2008). On the
other hand, Zephaniah is more concerned with the state of Britain than any repatriation to Africa. From
the position of a black British author, he writes his poems to illustrate Britain as a pluralistic nation:

But it is also Jah who takes this black man and bids him sing, inspiring him to flash his locks as he
performs as well as writes the empire back. “The British (serves 60 million)” is his winsomely
poignant paean to the nation’s culturally pluralistic society, one that moves well beyond the
simple black and white dualism seen in Mais’s novels and Marley’s music... (Middleton 2015)

Drawing upon insights from Rastafarian culture, which prioritizes the celebration of individuality
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and the unique relationship between the speaker and the divine, Zephaniah’s work echoes this linguistic
ethos. Interestingly, Zephaniah’s poetry does not inspire revolt or hatred towards the British dominant
discourse, but rather offers a third space in which the Rastafarian culture and British dominant cultures
could establish a meaningful exchange of ideas. His poem Serves 60 Million, as quoted in Melanie Kelly’s
Small Island Read 2007 Refugee Boy — Activity Pack, emphasizes the importance of cultural integration:

Then add to the melting pot.

Leave the ingredients to simmer.

As they mix and blend allow their languages to flourish

Binding them together with English.

Allow time to be cool. (18-22)

Zephaniah’s poetry, therefore, serves as a platform for fostering understanding and mutual respect
between diverse cultural perspectives. By embracing the complexity of colonial legacies and challenging
simplistic narratives of dominance and resistance, Zephaniah invites readers to envision a future where
cultural exchange and dialogue can flourish, ultimately contributing to a more inclusive and equitable
society. His poetry and an Afrocentric Bible reading both incline towards spiritual reconciliations with
oppression, expanding Rastafarianism beyond the practice of a social movement, unconcerned with race
as much as with African origins of its followers. Zephaniah does not call for a reorganization of Rastas
into a single nation, thus Rastafarian political impulse is of no concern to his poetry and discourse.
Primarily, Rastafarianism operates as a (sub)culture reaching the sphere of commodity, as well as a
spiritual movement which has spawned numerous poets, writers, singers and reggae performers in the
United States, Jamaica, and Britain. Since it is Britain which is predominantly associated with overseas
exploitation of African people, the existence of Rastafarian subculture in its capital derives meaning from
the trope of Babylon which is often directly associated with the city of London. Rastafarianism in Britain
remains an active subculture whose influence today reaches beyond the historical struggles, and offers
a significant space in which the dominant white working-class culture could further interact and be
reassessed.

Language and poetry
Eschewing the rigid structures of traditional exegesis, Rastafarians engage in what can be described as
a spontaneous yet deeply spiritual exploration of biblical texts. This approach, as noted by Davidson,
involves “proof- texting” (2008), where specific verses are cited to support their beliefs, accompanied by
a “running commentary” (2008) that weaves together historical context, personal insights, and cultural
resonances. What Rastafarians achieve by ignoring the conventions of the dominant Christian discourse
is the disruption the hegemony of Western interpretations of Christianity, offering a counter-narrative
that speaks to the realities of colonial oppression and African diasporic experience. In this new space,
Rastafarians negotiate their own meanings, symbols, and values, challenging the binaries of
colonizer/colonized and center/margin. Bhabha goes further in examining a similar mechanism at work:
The place of difference and otherness, or the space of the adversarial, within such a system of
»disposal™ as I've proposed, is never entirely on the outside or implacably oppositional. It is a
pressure, and a presence, that acts constantly, if unevenly, along the entire boundary of
authorization, that is, on the surface between what I've called disposal-as-bestowal and
disposition-as-inclination. (4)

The concept of “disposal” as proposed in the first statement suggests a dynamic boundary between
authorization and inclination, where difference and otherness exert pressure and presence. This notion
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parallels the reality faced by minority or subcultural groups, such as Rastafarians in London, who often
find themselves marginalized within mainstream society, commonly associated with the metaphorical
“Babylon”. In Afrocentric biblical interpretation, the condition of being a displaced cultural group in
Britain takes on a temporal dimension, as Rastafarians perceive “Babylon” as transient and destined for
inevitable downfall. Thus, the presence of Rastafarianism within British society embodies the tension
between dispossession and assertion, as Rastafarians navigate the boundaries between mainstream
culture and their own subcultural identity. In a society where individuals often assess their worth based
on “their degree of approximation of the European ideal” (Edmonds 53), the critically acclaimed and
widely published Benjamin Zephaniah and Levi Tafari have “raised the profile of Rastafarianism,
promoted the interests of ethnic minority groups generally, and contributed to the transformation of
British cultural identities” (Storry & Childs 2013).

In his poetry, Zephaniah can be seen as identifying with a very specific group. His poems indicate the
complex connections between contemporary British society, Caribbean history, and a particular belief
system. It is possible to recognize that Zephaniah’s position underlines the diversity of language and
identity available to a British people of West Indian background. In his Bought and Sold, Zephaniah is
focusing on the experiences of an individual Rastafarian. It exemplifies the transformative potential of
language and its ability to shape individual and collective identities:

You look like a dreadlocks Rasta,

You look like a ghetto blaster,

But you can’t diss your paymaster

And bite the hand that feeds you. (26-29)

Even though it is not a separate language, Jamaican Creole works as a different language for
those who speak it to expose their refusal of identity with dominant British culture. How the individual
from an ethnic community speaks will depend upon that highly complex “cultural web mentioned earlier,
incorporating different backgrounds, different generations, different levels of assimilation, different
desires” (Storry & Childs 2013). As is the case with the Rastafarian use of language, dreadlocks have many
layers of meaning as well. In aesthetic terms, they indicate a rejection of European definition of beauty.
In Rastafarian culture, hair straightening and skin bleaching by black people reflect a tendency to
whiteness and are indicative of alienation from African standards of beauty. In addition, dreadlocks
signify the restoration of pride in African physical attributes. Symbolically, dreadlocks express the
Rastafarian belief in and commitment to nature. Cutting and combing, including straightening, are
regarded as artificial, since they change the natural appearance. As a result, dreadlocks indicate the
obvious revolt against the artificiality of “Babylon”. They also function as a spiritual connection between
God and the followers of Rastafarianism. In this context, dreadlocks are a type of “receptor connecting
Rastas with their God and with his mystical power, called earthforce, which is immanent in the universe”
(Edmonds 2008).

Despite being a minority religious and cultural group in Britain, Rastafarianism and its cultural
expressions have resonated deeply with a large white population, especially through the music of Bob
Marley. As Storry and Childs note, Marley’s music has been highly influential, even with many “British
white punk bands such as The Clash, Stiff Little Fingers, and The Ruts, plus more mainstream groups such
as Culture Club and UB40” (2013). This influence can be understood in the context of challenging
domestic cultural impositions, as Ashcroft suggests, where African culture can be seen as a liberating
“Dionysiac force” (157) capable of disrupting the rigid certainties of bourgeois society. In embracing
Marley’s music, many white listeners have found a connection to the liberating energy of African culture.
Marley’s songs, with their messages of resistance and empowerment, serve as a counterpoint to the
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dominant narratives of Eurocentrism, offering a vision of unity and solidarity across racial and cultural
divides. Thus, the influence of Rastafarian culture and Bob Marley’s music among white audiences in
Britain reflects a broader cultural shift towards embracing the transformative power of African culture to
inspire social change and foster a sense of collective liberation. In a similar way in which an existing text,
the Bible, has been reinterpreted and deconstructed, in search of an authentic voice the Rastafarian
attitude towards English language could be regarded as an effort in deconstruction and reconstruction:

For example, consider the word participate. Since in the reckoning of Rastas the sound of the

word conveys its meaning, participate signifies less than full commitment to the specific venture

at hand. Thus, the word is changed to fullticipate to indicate that Rastas’ involvement is always

total and not partial. (Edmonds 63)

The process of deconstruction and reconstruction of language within the Rastafarian movement
mirrors broader philosophical and cultural endeavours to challenge dominant narratives and create
alternative modes of expression. By reinterpreting and reconfiguring English words, Rastafarians seek to
articulate their own philosophical beliefs within a linguistic framework that often marginalizes or
overlooks their perspectives. An interesting process is at work in the change of dedicate to livicate: “The
first syllable, ded, sounds like “dead” to Rastas. Since “dead” signifies something negative and the word
dedicate is really positive, it has to be changed to livicate. Rastas also exhibit a boundless penchant for
the creation of new words” (Edmonds 2008). The deconstruction challenges the integrity of the English
language and the society which values it. The reconstruction uses multiple stylistic and lexical changes in
order to create a linguistic medium which could express the philosophical notions of Rastafarianism in
search of new meanings within existing linguistic frameworks. In particular, Rastafarians “reject words
such as ,me", ,my", and ,we" in favour of a single word (,,I") which celebrates the unique identity of the
individual speaker and his or her unique relationship with Jah (the Rastafarian notion of God)” (Storry &
Childs 2013). This rejection of possessive pronouns in favour of the singular “I” underscores the
celebration of individuality within the community, and Zephaniah’s poem Neighbours vividly illustrates
this linguistic and cultural aspect:

| talk in tongues

| chant at night

| appear anywhere,

| sleep with lions

And when the moon gets me

| am a Wailer. (5-10)

Here, Zephaniah evokes the imagery of spiritual practices and encounters, such as speaking in
tongues and chanting, which resonate with Rastafarian beliefs and rituals. Additionally, the reference to
sleeping with lions symbolizes fearlessness and spiritual strength, while the identification as a “Wailer”
aligns with the Rastafarian tradition of chanting and vocal expression. Through such poetic expressions,
Zephaniah not only embraces elements of Rastafarian culture but also expands its boundaries to
encompass a deeper spiritual dimension. By embracing elements of Rastafarian culture while also
pushing its boundaries, he expands the scope of spiritual expression and invites readers to explore the
depths of their own individuality. In doing so, Zephaniah emerges as not only a poet but also a spiritual
guide, leading on a journey towards greater understanding, compassion, and enlightenment.

Conclusion
In tracing the evolution of Rastafarian discourse, we uncover a narrative deeply entrenched within the
complex fabric of global dynamics. Rastafarianism’s genesis, marked by a steadfast commitment to
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cultural resilience, serves as a poignant reflection of the themes explored in this paper. Despite facing
formidable barriers to societal integration, Rastafarians have navigated a path that diverges from
conventional norms, embodying a unique blend of spirituality and cultural identity. Their journey mirrors
the broader themes of language, belief, and resilience, echoing the nuances of cultural expression within
the context of Britain. Their discourse blurs Eurocentric delineations between religion, politics, and
culture, and such interpretive space is emblematic of historical evolution through colonial resistance.
Rastafarian aspirations do not hinge on the consolidation of a unified nation, thus their political
inclinations remain peripheral to their discourse. Instead, they envision a prophetic salvation through the
restoration of a spiritual Ethiopia. Concurrently, Rastafarianism thrives as a (sub)culture permeating
commodity markets and as a spiritual movement spawning myriad artistic expressions worldwide. In
Britain, where the spectre of African exploitation looms large, the presence of Rastafarian subculture,
particularly in London, draws significance from the Babylonian trope. Today, Rastafarianism in Britain
continues to flourish, extending its influence beyond historical struggles and providing a vital arena for
re-evaluating dominant white working-class culture.
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