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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

 This thesis examines the relationship between the Rastafari movement and reggae. 

I approached this subject matter primarily through music: I listened to twelve tracks and 

analyzed the lyrics of the songs. I chose these tracks because I believe they are a good 

representation of the religious content of reggae music. 

 I pose the following questions, “What is the Rastafari movement?”, “What is 

reggae?” and “What is their relationship?” My thesis claims that the Rastafari movement 

cannot be fully understood as a religion, and that reggae championed the Rastafari 

movement, bringing the culture of Jamaica to the world and individuals closer to Jah. 

 
 
 

Maribeth Clark 
Division of Humanities 

 
 



iii 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
 

 This thesis would not have been possible without the professional and personal 
help of Maribeth Clark. I owe my deepest gratitude to her for the guidance and advice she 
provided for me along the way. Her patience and sympathetic ear were equally as 
valuable as any other resource I utilized in the creation and completion of this thesis, and 
for these qualities, working with her has been a sincere pleasure. 
 
 I also offer my regards and blessings to all of those who supported me in any 
respect during the completion of this project. This project has been equally as much an 
academic endeavor as it has been a journey of self-discovery and personal growth. I am 
grateful for the friends and family members who have shown interest and inspired my 
passion for seeking knowledge. I would like to thank my mother for always being there, 
for better and for worse. 
 
Carlos Larrauri 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



iv 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 Abstract ….................................................................................................. ii 

 Acknowledgments …................................................................................. iii  

 Table of Contents ….................................................................................. iv 

 Introduction …............................................................................................ v  

 Table of Songs …..................................................................................... viii 

 Thesis 

 Chapter 1 ….............................................................................................. 10 

 Chapter 2 ….............................................................................................. 21 

 Chapter 3 ….............................................................................................. 27 

 Conclusion …............................................................................................ 64  

  Bibliography …......................................................................................... 65 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



v 

INTRODUCTION: 

 Contributing to the current understanding of Caribbean culture must be prefaced 

with the following: “When you read books or articles about reggae... most of what you 

read is about what has become popular outside of Jamaica and generally ignores the 

Jamaican experience” (Manuel 1995, 144). As Peter Manuel notes in Caribbean 

Currents, with few exceptions, relatively little attention has been paid to that which 

makes the music uniquely Jamaican. Now that it has found a secure place in mainstream 

markets, reggae is often treated by the pop-music media as if the details of its emergence 

within a specific cultural context matter little, as if this quintessentially Jamaican form of 

musical expression could be understood and fully appreciated with no more than passing 

reference to its specifically Jamaican background. A full appreciation of the culture 

requires an understanding of the Jamaican experience but how does one achieve this 

without stepping foot on the island of Jamaica or speaking directly to a Rastafari 

practitioner? How can claims on the subject matter be made with only reference to 

primary and secondary sources of material? And where does pop cultural material and 

academic material meet to resolve these issues? 

 Moreover, Manuel discusses the complexities of capturing the story of reggae: 

  The Rastafarian brethren have a saying: 'The half has never been told'. This seems 
 particularly true of Jamaica's musical history. Indeed, there is reason to believe 
 that the story of Jamaican popular music will never be told in its entirety. This is 
 not only because of the difficulty of teasing out the diverse strands that 
 contributed to the music's early development but because of the unusual fluidity 
  and complexity of the social milieu in which it emerged.  
 (Manuel 1995, 151)  
 
Manuel recognizes the difficulty in attempting to catalog the development of a foreign 
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culture. A single cultural trend such as reggae develops from various cultural influences 

and attempting to recognize this emergence may not be simple because the facts about 

reggae and the Rastafari movement are not yet set entirely in stone and will never be. The 

scholar must recognize this disadvantage when working with the material but still move 

forward with the attempt to uncover new truths and insights on the subject matter. 

Introduction to Jamaica: 

 Though a small island nation, the musical culture of Jamaica has had a strong 

international presence. The recording industry of Jamaica has been responsible for the 

creation of ska, rocksteady, and reggae, the latter of which have gone on to influence 

American rap music, both sharing their roots with rhythmic African styles. The Pan 

American Health Organization states that Jamaica is the third largest island in the 

Caribbean with Kingston as its capitol. The climate of Jamaica is tropical with hot and 

humid weather near the coastal regions and temperate weather in the higher inland 

regions. The Pan American Health Organization also states that 80% of the island is 

covered with mountains and as a result of this, most people live on the plains and most 

economic activity occurs in coastal areas. The poorest people of the country live in the 

remote rural areas and in overcrowded squatter settlements near the capital and other 

major cities. 

 Formerly a Spanish possession known as Santiago, Jamaica became a British 

colony in 1655. The Island achieved full independence in 1962.  Jamaica remains a 

parliamentary democracy and constitutional monarchy with the monarch being 

represented by a Governor-General.  According to the BBC News Web site, the Prime 
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Minister is Bruce Golding and the Head of the State is Queen Elizabeth II, who officially 

uses the title “Queen of Jamaica”. 

 The majority of Jamaica¹s population is of African descent originating from the 

Akan and the Igbo ethnic groups (Richardson et al. 2007, 141). They primarily speak an 

English-African Creole language known as Jamaican Patois, which has become widely 

known through the spread of reggae music. Jamaican Patois resembles the pidgin and 

Creole languages of West Africa, dialects originating from the blending of African and 

European languages. 

 According to the US Department of State Web site, the International Religious 

Freedom Report from 2007 determined that Christianity is the most widely practiced 

religion in Jamaica, but the Rastafari movement had 24,020 adherents. This is according 

to the most recent census (2001) out of a population of 2.7 million people. 

 The Rastafari movement is only one aspect of the rich and vibrant culture of 

Jamaica, yet it is has transcended the island’s boundaries to become recognized in a 

global context. Reggae music has been the platform by which the Rastafari movement 

was introduced into a larger arena, and the proclamation of Haile Selassie I as Jah has not 

hindered or prevented its popularity and acceptance outside of Jamaica in any way. 
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Sung Dragon (New 
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(Kingston, Jamaica) 

Rolling Stones 
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http://www.youtub
e.com/watch?v=g
GxiL7lzzdI 
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CHAPTER 1 

 WHAT IS THE RASTAFARI MOVEMENT? 

INTRODUCTION: 

 Chapter one explores the question; “What is the Rastafari movement?” I present a 

conception of the Rastafari movement that explores whether or not it is a religion by 

virtue of a comparison with various other major world religions. Furthermore, I examine 

the connection that the Rastafari movement shares with Christianity through the 

similarities and differences they maintain with respect to the role of suffering and 

adversity, the conception of Jesus Christ, and the use of cannabis. I also examine the role 

of Zion & Babylon, the function of dreadlocks, and the representations of the praise and 

worship of Jah. I claim that although the Rastafari movement could be considered a 

religion, it is a movement because of its lack of formal organization, the flexibility in its 

views, and the way that the practitioners view it for themselves.  

What is the Rastafari movement? 

 Through a process of negations I present a conception of the Rastafari movement.  

The Rastafari movement does not contain certain salient and commonly known 

components which scholars of religion used to classify and identify a certain group of 

beliefs and/or culture as being a religion. The Rastafari movement does not have the 

historical precedence of more popularly well known and followed religions such as 

Judaism or Christianity whose origins date back centuries and whose affects on humanity 

are too vast and numerous to attempt to delineate. Moreover, the Rastafari movement 

does not contain a hierarchy with an institution based dissemination of its beliefs or 
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practices. There is no central organizing body such as the Vatican for Catholicism, or 

organized hierarchy of roles and positions. I believe a comparison of the Rastafari 

movement with major world religions reveals that the Rastafari movement does not fit 

neatly within the constructs of what constitutes a religion. 

 Still there are plenty of other qualities that give the Rastafari movement an active 

and religious quality. First, and probably most importantly, there are thousands of 

practitioners whose sense of personal identity is derived from following the practices and 

set of beliefs that the Rastafari movement propounds. The fact remains that people are 

affected and choose to live by certain beliefs. The Rastafari movement also shares 

tangible roots with elements of Christian culture in Jamaica. Charles Price discusses the 

relationship between Christianity and the Rastafari movement in Becoming Rasta; 

 Like the early Christians, the Rastafari believe that they must bear the burden of 
 the cross-the travails of stigma and elect status-in order to obtain the crown 
 (redemption). Self-elevation is enacted in mundane settings, woven into various 
 kinds of discourse: casual conversations, meetings, gatherings, and their own 
 publications... In the language of the Rastafari, self-elevation includes being the 
 elect of God, a chosen and peculiar people different from normal people  
 (Price 2009). 
 
In this quotation, he explains how the Christian belief that suffering as an integral part of 

salvation pertains to the Rastafarian; spiritual successes occur over various aspects of the 

Rastafarian's life in a collective effort towards redemption because of the burdens he or 

she must bear. In the next quotation, he connects commonly known symbols of 

Christianity within the Rastafarian framework for constructing personal identity; 

 Rewards are culturally constructed reinforcements and inducements. Constructing 
 the Rastafarian self and collective as a special and chosen people provided a 
 framework for understanding adversity related to identity and why it should be 
 endured. The cross (tribulations, burden, sacrifice) and crown (reward, 
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divineness) are symbols, but symbols are meaningful and powerful: they have the 
 capacity to motivate people to pursue and commit to Rastafari identity 
 (Price 2009). 
 
The Rastafari movement and Christianity justify enduring adversity for the purpose of 

achieving communion with God and they both provide symbolic means of motivation for 

the necessary actions religious practitioners must take to live in accordance with this. 

 On the other hand, the Rastafari movement distinguishes itself from Christianity 

with the worship of Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia as the Second Advent or the return of 

Jesus Christ from Heaven. Rastas claim that he is the resurrected manifestation of Jesus 

Christ and therefore consider him divine (Barret 1997, 81). The Rastafari movement also 

separates itself from Christianity in that its followers employ the spiritual use of cannabis. 

The Rastafari believe the act of smoking marijuana is a sacrament. Its effects bring 

peacefulness, pleasure, and communion with God by cleansing the body and mind, 

healing the soul, and heightening the consciousness of the user. They maintain that the 

smoking of cannabis is sanctioned by the Bible, and is an integral and legitimate aid to 

meditation and religious observance:  

  And God said, Behold, I have given you every herb-bearing seed, which is upon 
 the face of all the earth, and every tree, in the which is the fruit of a tree yielding 
 seed; to you it shall be for meat (Genesis 1:29, KJV). 
 
 The river of life proceeds to flow from the throne of God, and on either side of the 
 bank was the tree of life, and the leaf from that tree is the healing of the nations 
 (Revelations 22:2, KJV). 
 
They also maintain a strong rejection of Western society, which they refer to as Babylon, 

in reference to the metaphorical Babylon of Christianity rather than to the historical 

Mesopotamian city-state, and to the values and life-style that it contends are correct.  
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 Many religions have narratives, symbols, traditions, and sacred histories that are 

intended to give meaning and purpose to human life. These narratives or stories tend to 

derive morality, ethics, religious laws or a preferred lifestyle from their ideas regarding 

the cosmos and human nature. Furthermore, the word “religion” is sometimes used 

interchangeably with faith or belief system, but religions differ from the aforementioned 

word or concept in the sense that religion has a public aspect. Most religions have 

organized behaviors, typically taking place in spaces that are open to the public such as 

churches or mosques, and include congregations for prayer, priestly hierarchies, holy 

places, and/or scriptures. Contemporary academic Harvey Graham has conceived of a 

conceptual structure that divides religion into three broad categories: world religions, a 

term which refers to trans-cultural, international faiths; indigenous religions, which refers 

to smaller, culture-specific religious groups, and new religious movements, which refer to 

recently, developed faiths (Graham 2000, 6). In consideration of the aforementioned 

religious categories, one could think that the Rastafari movement falls under the category 

of either an indigenous religion, being that it developed from the isolated geographic 

territory of Jamaica, or a new religious movement. I maintain the position that the 

Rastafari movement, although it has aspects that could be considered religious and could 

fit these categories, is a movement. Rastafarians themselves say it is not a “religion”, but 

rather a “Way of Life” (Graham 2000, 151). There are few fixed beliefs and all beliefs are 

in a constant process of being worked out. Because of this Rastafarians acknowledge that 

other Rastafarians may maintain different beliefs but this has no bearing on the inclusion 

or exclusion from the group. 
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The Role of Zion and Babylon within the Rastafari movement: 
 
 Zion refers to Jerusalem and by extension, the biblical land of Israel. Zion also 

commonly refers to the specific mountain near Jerusalem, Mount Zion. The word Zion is 

found in texts that date back nearly three millennia.  According to the Shema Yisreal 

Torah Network Website, The Kabbala contains the most esoteric reference of Zion: 

“Although the land of Israel may be physically redeemed, the spiritual element referred to 

as Zion remains hidden. What is the place of Zion in the world of the spirit? Zion lies at 

the center of existence.” The term became associated with Solomon's Temple in 

Jerusalem, the city of Jerusalem and generally speaking, the Promised Land to come.  

The following are a few examples of frequently recited and memorized passages where 

the term Zion appears in the Bible:  

 By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down, yea, we wept, when we 
 remembered Zion (Psalm 137:1, KJV). 
 
 For there they carried us away captive required of us a song; and they that wasted 
 us required of us mirth, saying, Sing us one of the songs of Zion. How shall we 
 sing the LORD's song in a strange land? If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right 
 hand forget her cunning.  If I do remember thee, let my tongue cleave to the roof 
 of my mouth; If I prefer not Jerusalem above my chief joy. Remember, O LORD, 
 the children of Edom in the day of Jerusalem; who said, Rase it, rase it, even to 
 the foundations thereof. O daughter of Babylon, who art to be destroyed; happy 
 shall he be, that rewardeth thee as thou hast served us (Psalms 137:3-8, KJV). 
 
 The LORD doth build up Jerusalem: he gathereth together the outcasts of Israel  
 (Psalms 147:2, KJV). 
 
 Within the Rastafari Movement, Zion represents a utopian place of unity, peace 

and freedom that stands in opposition to Babylon, the oppressing and exploiting system 

of the Western world and a place of evil. Zion, geographically speaking Ethiopia, is the 

land that Jah promised to Rastas. Rastas do not believe in an afterlife, but instead look to 
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Africa or Zion as heaven on earth. Furthermore, certain practitioners within the Rastafari 

movement consider themselves to represent the real Children of Israel in modern times, 

and their goal is to repatriate to Ethiopia, or to return to Zion. The Rastafari seek to 

validate a link between Ethiopia and Israel, claiming they are the real Children of Israel, 

descendants of the historical population of the kingdom of Israel. To achieve a return to 

Zion, Rastas feel it is necessary to reject modern Western society and the white power 

structure of Europe and the Americas, calling it “Babylon,” which they see as entirely 

corrupt (Owens 1979). 

 The concept of Babylon plays a salient role in the Rastafari movement and its 

significance dates back to ancient Mesopotamia. Babylon is considered to have been in 

rebellion against “Earth's Rightful Ruler” ever since the days of the Biblical King 

Nimrod. Babylon, historically speaking, was a city-state of ancient Mesopotamia, the 

ruins of which are located in modern-day Al Hillah, Babil Province, Iraq. Currently 

available historical resources suggest that it was at first a small town which had sprung 

up by the beginning of the 3rd millennium BC but flourished and attained prominence and 

political repute with the rise of the First Babylonian Dynasty. Babylon became the “Holy 

City” of Mesopotamia around the time Hammurabi first unified the Babylonian Empire. 

Due to the importance of Babylon in its time as well as the stories in the Bible, the word 

Babylon, in various languages has acquired a generic meaning of a large and bustling 

diverse city.  

 But for the Rastafari, the word Babylon takes on a significant and unique 

meaning. Babylon is an important term that refers to human governments and institutions 
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that are seen in rebellion against the rule of Jah: Those who have been oppressing the 

black race for centuries through economic and physical slavery and the police, insofar as 

they are seen as agents of Babylon's will. Most specifically, Babylon is the corruption and 

perversion of the Word of God.  Anything that is a lie regarding the truth of God is the 

root of what is considered “Babylon”, but in it's the most general sense Babylon refers to 

any system that oppresses or discriminates against the black race.  

 The Rastafari movement is in defiance of Babylon, sometimes also called Rome, 

partly because of the 1935 Italian invasion of Ethiopia and partly because as the head of 

the Roman Catholic church, the Pope is considered an opponent of Haile Selassie I and 

the Rastafari. Adherents of Rastafari movement believe that English is an imposed 

colonial language so Rastafarians combated Babylon with the creation of a vocabulary 

called Iyaric. African languages were lost among Africans when they were taken into 

captivity as part of the slave trade, and their remedy for this situation has been the 

creation of a modified vocabulary and dialect, reflecting the desire to take control of 

language and confront what they see as the corrupt and decadent society they call 

Babylon. The vocabulary of the Rastafari responds to Babylon. For example, according to 

the Religion Facts Web site, Rastafarians do not use the term "Rastafarianism" because 

they reject the "isms and schisms" that characterize Babylon. 

The Function of Dreadlocks within the Rastafari movement: 

 Dreadlocks are most commonly associated with the Rastafari movement and are 

sometimes used synonymously. In reggae music a follower of the Rastafari movement 

may be referred to simply as a “dreadlocks” or “natty dread”. Dreadlocks are known as 
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locks, a ras, dreads, or Jatayein (Hindi) and are matted portions of hair. According to 

Barry Chevannes, author of the publication Rastafari; 

 The most outstanding characteristic of the Dreadlocks is, of course, his hair, a 
 sacred and inalienable part of his identity. It defines his status. The longer his 

locks the greater his standing as a professor of the faith. He affectionately calls his 
 hair his crown, comparing it to the real crown of his king, Selassie, and sometimes 
 to the mane of the lion, a symbol of male strength (Chevannes 1994). 
 
The dreadlocks hairstyle first appeared in Jamaica during post emancipation and the term 

dreadlocks was first recorded in the 1950s as a term for the “Young Black Faith”, an early 

sect of the Rastafari which began among the marginalized poor of Jamaica in the 1930s 

when they ceased to copy the particular hair style of Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia and 

began to wear dreadlocks instead: 

The Dreadlocks trend had its beginnings late in the 1940s. There were several 
 young Rastafari converts who held their own on the streets… They were guided 
by their love for the doctrine (Chevannes 1994). 

 
 Dreadlocks are usually intentionally formed and because of the variety of hair 

textures there are a variety of methods used to encourage the formations of locks such as 

backcombing to name one. If combs and brushes aren't used on the hair it will naturally 

tangle together as it grows and will eventually result in the twisted, matted ropes of hair 

known as dreadlocks. It was also traditionally believed that in order to create dreadlocks 

an individual had to refrains from using razors, scissors and conditioners. 

 Nevertheless, the word dread has a positive connotation in the vocabulary of the 

Rastafari and can be used as an adjective for indicating a man who “fears the Lord.” 

Chevannes declares that, “Locks had a shock value, but they were also a way of 

witnessing to faith with the same kind of fanaticism for which the prophets and saints of 
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old were famous, men gone mad with religion” (Chevannes 1994).  It was said that the 

wearer lived a “dread” life or a life in which he feared God, which gave birth to the 

modern name “dreadlocks” for this ancient style. Many Rastafari attribute their 

dreadlocks as a dedication to Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia as well as the Nazarite vows. 

All Rastafarians take the Nazarite vow and claim it is commanded by the Bible and use 

the following two quotes as support for dreadlocks:  

 They shall not make baldness upon their head, neither shall they shave off the 
 corner of their beard nor make any cuttings in their flesh (Leviticus 21:5, KJV). 
 
 All the days of the vows of his separation there shall no razor come upon his 
 head: until the days be fulfilled, in the which he separateth himself unto the Lord, 
 he shall be holy, and shall let the locks of the hair of his head grow 

(Numbers 6:5, KJV). 
 
 For the Rastafari, the wearing of dreadlocks is an expression of inner spirituality 

that emphasizes their identity and remaining “whole.” Rastafari associate dreadlocks with 

a spiritual journey that one takes in the process of growing their hair: patience is the key 

to growing locks, similarly with growing the mind and soul, and this spiritual journey is 

closely aligned with the Rastafari movement.  

The dreadlocks on a Rasta's head are also symbolic of the Lion of Judah. Many 

academics point to the Indo-Caribbean origins for the growth of dreadlocks resulting 

from the importation of Indian migrant workers in a post-abolition Jamaican landscape. 

The migration of many thousands of Hindus from India to the Caribbean in the nineteenth 

and twentieth century is believed to have been responsible for bringing the culture of 

dreadlocks to the Caribbean. When reggae music gained popularity and mainstream 

acceptance in the 1970s, dreadlocks became a notable fashion statement. Dreadlocks 
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began appearing in cultural outlets such as fashion shows and within counter cultural 

movements such as the hippie subculture, Crust punks, New Age travelers, and the 

Rainbow Family. Individuals from these various other cultures wore dreadlocks for 

similar, though not as intense, reasons as the Rastafari, symbolizing a rejection of 

government controlled, mass-merchandising culture and an expression of pride in their 

ethnic identity. Dreadlocks have become popular with the African-American youth of the 

United States. The wearing of dreads also has spread among people of other ethnicities, 

including those whose hair is not naturally suited to the style, and who sometimes go to 

great lengths to form them. However, the Rastafari purists often refer to such dreadlocked 

individuals as “wolves,” as in “a wolf in sheep's clothing,” especially when they are seen 

as trouble-makers who might potentially infiltrate or discredit the Rastafari movement 

(McFarlane 1998, 2). 

The Representations of the Praise and Worship of Jah in the Rastafari movement: 

Rastas assert their own body is the true church or temple of Jah. Furthermore, 

they generally feel that there is no need to go to a physical place to develop a relationship 

with God for oneself. Some Rastas, however, have created temples and have organized 

spiritual meetings in international communities with significant Rastafarian populations. 

Nevertheless, the acceptance of the God-incarnate status of Jesus is Rastafarian doctrine 

as is the acceptance of the notion that Babylon has corrupted all of his teachings. Rastas 

assert that the second coming of Christ has occurred based upon their experience in the 

light of Haile Selassie's return and coronation as the King of Kings on November 2, 1930. 

Haile Selassie (1892-1975) was the Emperor of Ethiopia from 1930 to 1974. Rastas assert 
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that Haile Selassie's coming and coronation was prophesied in the Bible:  

Yet have I set my king upon my holy hill of Zion (Pslam 2:6, KJV). 
 

The LORD will record, when he registers the peoples: ‘This one was born there.’ 
Selah (Psalm 87:6, KJV). 

 
During his coronation, Selassie was given many of the same titles used in the Bible 

including “King of Kings”, “Elect of God”, “Conquering Lion of the Tribe of Judah the 

Author of Mankind”, and “the Power of Authority” to name just a few of more than 38 

titles and anointments. 

CONCLUSION: 

 The salient features of the Rastafari movement are as follows: Zion is considered 

the promised land to come and Babylon is considered the corruption of the truth of God. 

Rastas work towards the return of Zion or repatriation to Africa and the fall of Babylon or 

Western society. Dreadlocks are a symbol of the faith for practitioners but are not 

necessary and practitioners assert that their own body is the true church or temple of God. 

Practitioners of the Rastafari movement praise Haile Selassie. The Rastafari movement 

shares similarities with Christianity being that it developed from Christian culture in 

Jamaica but it also has its own significant differences such as the prominent use of 

cannabis in worship and the conception of Haile Selassie as the Messiah. I maintain that 

the Rastafari movement is not a religion because of its difference from other major world 

religions and its deviations from Christianity. The lack of institutional structure, the 

promotion of alternative values such as cannabis consumption and the involvement of 

political and social views leads me to conclude that the Rastafari movement cannot be 

considered a religion and is rather a “Way of Life”. 
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CHAPTER 2 

WHAT IS REGGAE? 

INTRODUCTION: 

 The following chapter explores the question, “What is reggae?”  I examine reggae 

music from its origins in Jamaica and evolution from popular musical precursors ska and 

rocksteady, to its movement into the international music scene. I examine the musical 

features of the creation of reggae music: from the role of various instruments in the 

overall sound to the peculiar and unique idiosyncrasies of different drum patterns. I look 

at the lyrical content for consistent themes and topics of discussion and analyze the 

relationship between what is heard and what is said. I claim that reggae music is 

produced by Jamaican Rastas for the purpose of commenting and criticizing their social 

conditions and celebrating their religious beliefs. 

 Reggae means comin' from the people, y'know? Like a everyday thing. Like from 
 the ghetto. From majority. Everyday thing that people use like food, we just put 
 music to it and make a dance out of it. Reggae means regular people who are 
 suffering, and don't have what they want (Davis and Simon, 1979). 
 
 Reggae's cultural origins can be traced back to late-1960s Jamaica, especially 

Kingston. It denotes a particular style of music that followed promptly from the 

developments of ska and rocksteady but also has stylistic origins rooted in African 

America jazz and old time rhythm and blues. Rude Boys (a term referring to the 

subculture composed of juvenile delinquents and criminals in Jamaica) began deliberately 

playing their ska records at half speed, preferring to dance slower as part of their tough 

street-culture inspired image. As result of this, by the mid-1960s, many musicians 

subsequently began playing the tempo of ska slower, while emphasizing the walking bass 
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lines and offbeats. This slower sound was named rocksteady and lasted until 1968, when 

musicians began to speed up the tempo of music again (Barrow, Steve & Dalton, Peter, 

1997). This led to the eventual creation of reggae. With artist such as Bob Marley and 

The Wailers and Peter Tosh, one can trace all three stages of Jamaican popular music: 

ska, rocksteady, and reggae in their individual developments. Reggae gained mainstream 

popularity from the early 1970s onward.  

Musical Features of Reggae: 

 The typical instruments employed in the creation of reggae music are the bass 

guitar, a standard drum kit (with the snare drum usually tuned very high to give a 

timbales-type sound effect), a rhythm guitar, a piano or organ, and various brass 

instruments such as the saxophone, trumpet, or trombone. Reggae usually accents the 

second and fourth beat in each bar, with the rhythm guitar also either emphasizing the 

third beat or holding the chord on the second beat until the fourth is played. It is primarily 

the “third beat”, with its speed and employment of complex bass lines that differentiated 

reggae from its precursor’s ska and rocksteady. 

 Reggae is normally either played in 4/4 time or swing time, because the rhythmic 

pattern does not lend itself easily to other time signatures such as ¾ time. Harmonically, 

the music is usually very simple, and sometimes a whole song will not use more than one 

or two chords. The simplicity and repetition of the chord structure lends itself to the 

hypnotic effects reggae may sometimes have. The guitarist can either hold the chord or 

dampen the chord to produce short, scratched, choppy sounds that creates a percussive 

feeling. Nevertheless, the bass guitar often plays the dominant role in reggae by 
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providing the principle melodic drive and the drum and bass together is often called the 

rhythm (Davis and Simon, 1979). The bass sound in reggae is thick, heavy and equalized 

so the upper frequencies are removed and the lower frequencies are emphasized. The bass 

line itself is often a simple two-bar riff that is centered on its thickest and heaviest note.  

 Reggae drumbeats fall into three main categories: One drop, Rockers and 

Steppers. With the One drop, the emphasis is entirely on the third beat of the bar (usually 

on the snare, or as a rim shot combined with the bass drum) and the first Beat is 

completely empty. With Rockers, the emphasis is on the third beat of the bar as well as 

the first beat (usually with the bass drum) but the beat is not always straightforward, and 

various syncopations are often included. With Steppers, the bass drum plays four solid 

beats to the bar, giving the beat an insistent drive: An example of this can be found on 

“Exodus” by Bob Marley and the Wailers.  The Steppers beat is also commonly known as 

“four on the floor.” An unusual characteristic of reggae drumming is that the drum fills 

typically do not end with a climatic cymbal. Furthermore, reggae drumming also employs 

a wide range of other percussive instruments: bongos often play free and improvised 

patterns heavily influenced by African-style cross-rhythms while cowbells, calves and 

shakers tend to play defined roles and patterns. 

 Reggae also employs a piano/keyboard/organ part to double the rhythm guitar's 

skank, playing the chords in a staccato style to add body, and occasionally playing extra 

beats, runs and riffs. Horn sections are frequently used to play introductions and counter-

melodies. The horns can be played softly resulting in a soothing sound or played louder 

producing a punchier and more aggressive sound that complements a faster tempo. 
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 Although the vocals in reggae are less of a defining feature then the 

instrumentation and the rhythm, reggae vocals are still an easily recognizable feature of 

the music. Reggae musicians typically sing in Jamaican Patois, Jamaican English, and 

Lyaric dialects. Vocal harmony parts are often used, either throughout the melody or as a 

counterpoint to the main vocal line. An unusual aspect of reggae singing is that many 

singers use tremolo (volume oscillation) rather than vibrato (pitch oscillation). The 

toasting vocal style (the act of talking or chanting, usually in a monotone melody, over a 

beat by a deejay with pre-written or improvised lyrics) is unique to reggae and originated 

when dj's improvised along to the music. 

The Content of Reggae Lyrics: 

 Reggae is noted for its tradition of social criticism with lyrics that address heavy 

themes such as social inequality, black-nationalism, anti-colonialism, anti-racism and 

anti-capitalism. Lyrics often discuss the spirituality of the local culture and also criticize 

political systems and “Babylon”. Some reggae raise the political consciousness of the 

audience by criticizing materialism while others inform the listener about controversial 

subjects such as apartheid. A popular subject matter within reggae lyrics includes the 

discussion, and oftentimes, promotion of the use of cannabis which is considered a 

sacrament in the Rastafari movement. With that being said, there are plenty of songs that 

focus on lighter subject matters such as love, socializing, and giving praise to Jah. 

 An interesting relationship emerges between the music of reggae and the lyrics of 

reggae. The music creates feelings that are primarily light-hearted and playful, but this is 

juxtaposed with the lyrical content of reggae music which, if listened to actively, 
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produces introspection and reflection in the listener because of the nature of the themes 

discussed: social inequality, black nationalism, colonialism and the spirituality of the 

local culture are treated in a manner that deserves a certain degree of respect and carries 

weight when considering these issues because of the intense feelings and the amount at 

stake for the lives of the actual individuals of Jamaica who produce and listen to this 

music. The resulting effect is both complementary, in the sense that the music void of 

semantic meaning acts as an avenue for the engagement of the body in dance, and the 

opening of the listener's mind to these issues through the production of comfortable and 

pleasant music. In contrast, to the entertaining sound of reggae, the lyrics often present 

heavy social issues, which may be made more palatable by the pleasantness of the sound. 

CONCLUSION: 

 Reggae music has transcended the boundaries of the island of Jamaica. Yet as 

Peter Manuel notes in his publication Caribbean Currents, “Despite the phenomenal 

spread of reggae beyond its birthplace and the growth of a global audience, most of the 

music produced in Jamaica today continues to speak primarily to local concerns and to 

draw on the rich fund of ancestral cultural resources that Jamaicans can claim as uniquely 

their own” (Manuel 1995, 146). This quotation speaks in regard to contemporary 

Jamaican music development and highlights the distinction between the popularity of 

reggae music and the sources from which reggae music thrives. Although the music has 

gained global acceptance, the music is still influenced mainly by local culture and its 

history. Rastas create reggae to both criticize and celebrate their conditions: To escape 

from the mundane hardships of everyday reality and to celebrate the joy and jubilation 
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that can be found in the love of Jah. The creative expression that resulted out of the 

specific conditions and needs of a select group of individuals permeated the entire globe 

and became recognized by international labels. This movement occurred along with the 

unabashed proclamation of Jesus Christ as God and the attempt to bring individuals 

closer to God through this music. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE RASTAFARI MOVEMENT AND REGGAE 

INTRODUCTION: 

 The following chapter explores the relationship between the Rastafari movement 

and reggae music through the reggae artist. Bob Marley, Peter Tosh, and the lyrics of 

various other lesser-known reggae artists are presented and analyzed. The lyrical analysis 

of the texts from the twelve songs reveals that reggae music and the Rastafari movement 

are intimately connected for various reasons: reggae played a vital role in spreading the 

doctrines of the Rastafari movement to a global audience, personal identity in the 

Rastafari movement was established and developed through the topics discussed, and 

reggae music, as an expression of faith, gave praise to Jah and the Rastafari movement. 

 Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom; teaching and 
 admonishing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with 
 grace in your hearts to the Lord (Colossians 3:16, KJV). 
 

Bob Marley: 

Biography and Connections with the Rastafari movement and Reggae: 

 Bob Marley was a Jamaican singer-songwriter and musician. He was born 

February 6, 1945 in the village of Nine Mile in Saint Ann Parish, Jamaica as Nesta 

Robert Marley (Moskowitz 2007, 1). He was the rhythm guitar and lead singer of the ska, 

rocksteady, and reggae band Bob Marley & the Wailers and was also associated with the 

Wailers Band, The Upsetters, and I Threes. He gained international fame and popularity 

during his lifetime, becoming the most widely known performer of reggae and the first 

superstar from the third world.  
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 Bob Marley's music was heavily influenced by the social and racial issues of his 

homeland and he is credited with giving a voice to the specific political and cultural 

nexus of Jamaica. He helped spread both the street culture of Jamaican music and the 

Rastafari movement to an international audience. His most widely known hits include “I 

Shot the Sheriff”, “No Woman, No Cry”, “Could You Be Loved”, “Stir it Up” 

“Jamming”, “Redemption Song,” “One Love” and “Three Little Birds”. He played the 

guitar, piano, saxophone, harmonica and various percussion instruments. 

 Bob Marley's father was a white Jamaican of English descent and his mother was 

an Afro-Jamaican. As a result, Marley commonly reflected upon his racial identity 

throughout his life: 

I don't have prejudice against myself. My father was a white man and my mother 
 was black. Them call me half-caste or whatever. Me don't dip on the black man’s 
side or the white man's side. Me dip on God's side, the one who creates me and 
 causes me to come from black and white (Birmingham Post Trinity Mirror, 2008). 
 

Although Marley recognized his mixed racial ancestry, throughout his life he associated 

more strongly and closely with Afro-centric worldviews. He self-identified as a black 

African and followed the ideas of Pan-African leaders: Marley stated that his two biggest 

influences were the African-centered Marcus Garvey and Haile Selassie. According to the 

BBC News website, a recurring theme in Bob Marley's message was the repatriation of 

the African nation to Zion.  

 Bob Marley was raised in the Catholic tradition but he became captivated by the 

Rastafari movement in the 1960s while away from his mother's influence. After returning 

to Jamaica, he began wearing his trademark dreadlocks and became an ardent proponent 

of the Rastafari movement by helping aid the spread of the music from the socially 
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deprived areas of Jamaica and onto the international scene. He once gave the following 

response, which was typical, to a question put to him during a recorded interview: 

 Interviewer: “can you tell the people what it means being a Rastafarian? 

 Bob: I would say to the people, Be still, and known what His Imperial Majesty, 
 Emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopia is the Almighty. Now, the Bible she so, 

Babylon newspaper she so, and I and I the children she so. Yunno? So I don't 
 see how much more reveal out people want? A white God, Well God come 
 black. True true (Stephen 1983, 115). 
 
Songs such as “Black Survivor”, “Babylon System” and “Black Redemption” recognize 

the struggle of blacks and Africans against the oppression of the West or “Babylon”. Bob 

Marley's music evolved from songs that promoted the tough urban street culture to songs 

committing to spiritual and social issues. At a jam session with fellow Rastafarian 

musicians, Marley met Peter McIntosh (later known as Peter Tosh), who shared similar 

musical ambitions and religious views. 

Marley has been credited by the acclaimed reggae dub poet Linton Kwei Johnson, 

as creating; “A whole new style of Jamaican music... It has a different character, a 

different sound... what I can only describe as international reggae. It incorporates 

elements from popular music internationally: rock and soul, blues and funk. These 

elements facilitated a breakthrough on the international market.” At the start of a 

European tour, Bob Marley injured his toe playing football and was later discovered to 

have acral lentiginous melanoma, a form of malignant melanoma. According to the 

Independent Web site, a media subsidiary of Independent News & Media, despite his 

illness, he wished to continue touring and began the process of scheduling a world tour 

for the beginning of 1980. After the completion of a European tour, Marley's health began 
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deteriorating and he became very ill: the cancer had spread throughout his body. The tour 

was cancelled as Marley sought treatment at the Bavarian clinic of Josef Issels, where he 

received a controversial type of cancer therapy partly based on the avoidance of certain 

foods, drinks, and other substances. According to the Bob Marley Web site, after fighting 

the cancer for several months without success, Marley boarded a plane to return home to 

Jamaica in acceptance that he was going to die. While flying from Germany to Jamaica, 

Marley's vital functions dramatically worsened and the plane had to land in Miami, 

Florida where he could be taken to the hospital for immediate medical attention. Bob 

Marley died at Cedars of Lebanon Hospital in Miami (the University of Miami Hospital) 

on the morning of May 11, 1981, at the age of 36 as a result of the spread of melanoma to 

his lungs and brain. His final words to his son Ziggy were, “Money can't buy life.” 

Marley was awarded Jamaica's Order of Merit, the nation's third highest honor in 

recognition of his outstanding contribution to the country's culture. He received a state 

funeral in Jamaica with the combined elements of the Ethiopian Orthodoxy and the 

Rastafari tradition (Moskowitz 2007, 116). 

Lyrical content of three Bob Marley songs: 
 

 I chose the song “Jamming” by Bob Marley because this song is by far one of his 

most popular and widely recognized hit singles and because this song expresses an 

individual perspective regarding the Rastafarian faith that I believe exemplifies the 

relationship the other reggae artist have with God and their audience. The song was 

recorded by the band Bob Marley & the Wailers and was released from the album Exodus 

in 1977. It is not determinable whether the term “jamming” refers to jam sessions (semi-
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improvised musical performances) or to the practice of smoking marijuana; The exact 

context of what the term jamming refers to remains ambiguous. 

Bob Marley - “Jamming” 
 
Oh, yeah! All right! 
 
We're jammin'. 
I wanna jam it wid you. 
We're jammin', jammin', 
And I hope you like jammin', too. 
 
Ain't no rules, ain't no vow, we can do it anyhow, 
I and I will see you through. 
'Cause every day we pay the price with a little sacrifice, 
Jammin' till the jam is through. 
 
We're jammin'. 
To think that jammin' was a thing of the past. 
We're jammin'. 
And I hope this jam is gonna last. 
 
No bullet can stop us now, we neither beg nor we won't bow, 
Neither can be bought nor sold. 
We all defend the right, Jah Jah children must unite, 
Your life is worth much more than gold. 
 
We're jammin'.. (jammin', jammin', jammin') 
And we're jammin' in the name of the Lord. 
We're jammin'… (jammin', jammin', jammin'), 
We're jammin' right straight from Yah. 
 
Yeah! Holy Mount Zion. 
Holy Mount Zion. 
Jah sitteth in Mount Zion, 
And rules all creation… 
 
Yeah, we're, we're jammin'. (wotcha-wa), 
Wotcha-wa-wa-wa, we're jammin'. (wotcha-wa), 
See, I wanna jam it wid you. 
We're jammin'… (jammin', jammin', jammin') 
I'm jammed, I hope you're jammin', too. 
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Jam's about my pride and truth I cannot hide, 
To keep you satisfied. 
True love that now exist is the love I can't resist, 
So jam by my side. 
 
We're jammin'... (jammin', jammin', jammin'), yeah-eah-eah! 
I wanna jam it wid you. 
We're jammin', we're jammin', we're jammin', we're jammin', 
We're jammin', we're jammin', we're jammin', we're jammin'. 
Hope you like jammin', too. 
We're jammin', we're jammin', (jammin'), 
We're jammin', we're jammin', (jammin'). 
I wanna (I wanna jam it wid you) I wanna… 
I wanna jam wid you now… 
Jammin', jammin'... (hope you like jammin' too). 
Eh-eh! I hope you like jammin', I hope you like jammin', 
'Cause (I wanna jam it wid you). I wanna jam it wid you. 
I like, I hope you, I hope you like jammin', too. 
I wanna jam it. 
I wanna jam it. 
 
 These lyrics present the live performance of the song. I analyzed the live version 

because Bob Marley's performance adds a layer of complimentary meaning to the lyrics. 

As stated on the Bob Marley Concerts Web site, the live version of “Jamming” is from 

the album Babylon by Bus which was released in 1978 and was recorded mostly at the 

Pavillon de Paris on June 26, 1978 during the Kaya Tour. In the live version, Bob Marley 

relies heavily upon improvisation and calls for the audience to “see” and calls what he is 

doing “Jamming”, which I believe is used metaphorically for the portion of lyrical and 

musical content that is more free and emotive and moves away from structure and 

predetermined phrases, melodies or actions. Bob Marley consistently repeats the phrases 

“We're jammin” and “I wanna jam it with you” in an unscripted dialogue between himself 

and the audience. The sheer repetition of these phrases lends Bob Marley a degree of 

convincing power. In the live footage, He closes his eyes and point at the enormous 
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crucifix that hangs above him. He points at the cross with his hand and at other times 

hangs his hand on his head in a manner that demonstrates he is thinking about God in the 

present moment. He pleas for a connection or communication with God or Jah as 

demonstrated by the lyrics “...we're jammin in the name of the Lord.”, “and I try to get 

my message to you.”  

I believe Bob Marley’s physical actions add symbolic meaning to the words. He 

acts in a prophetic manner, as an individual who is attempting to experience communion 

with God while simultaneously acting as the mediator for the connection between God 

and the audience. In “Jamming”, Marley acts as the agent for connecting individuals to 

God and unifying people under the Rastafari faith, “We all defend the right, Jah Jah 

children must unite”.  He also demonstrates his humanity in comparison to his spiritual 

ambitions, with the lyrics: “'Cause every day we pay the price/ We are the living 

sacrifice/ Jammin' till the jam is through.”  Marley's lyrics show how his music shares his 

faith and bring his audience closer to God; “Hope you like jammin', too.” This song 

typifies the role of how lesser-known reggae artist work within the Rastafari movement: 

as catalyst for communion between God and the audience and ambassadors of the 

Rastafari movement. 

 The following song, “Forever Loving Jah” contains much of the same thematic 

content as the aforementioned song, “Jamming”. Both songs, at their essence, express the 

desire for an individual to sing out in worship of God, either through the expression of 

yearning and longing for a connection with God as expressed in the phase “I wanna jam it 

wit you”, or through the out right declaration and unabashed celebration of one's love for 
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God as expressed in the phrase “We'll be forever loving Jah/ We'll be forever!” These 

songs illustrate the powerful desire an individual may have to connect with Jah through 

music and to express his or her feelings for Jah. 

Bob Marley -“Forever Loving Jah” 

Wo-o-o-o! ya-ya-ya-ya-ya-ya-ya! woy-oh! 
Yeah-yeah-yeah, yeah-yeah, yeah-yeah-yeah-yeah! oh! 
(We'll be forever loving Jah) 
(We'll be forever loving Jah) 
 
Some they say see them walking up the street, 
They say we're going wrong, 
To all the people we meet. 
But-a we won't worry, we won't shed no tears, 
We found a way to cast away the fears, 
Forever, yeah! 
 
(We'll be forever loving Jah) We'll be forever! 
(We'll be forever loving Jah) Forever, yes, and forever! 
(We'll be forever loving Jah) There'll be no end. 
 
So, old man river, don't cry for me, 
A-have got a running stream of love you see. 
So, no matter what stages, oh stages, 
Stages, stages they put us through, 
We'll never be blue. 
No matter what rages, oh rages, 
Changes, rages they put us through, 
We'll never be blue. 
We'll be forever, yeah! 
 
(We'll be forever loving Jah) We'll be forever! 
(We'll be forever loving Jah) Forever, yes, and forever! 
(We'll be forever loving Jah) There'll be no end. 
 
'Cause only a fool lean upon, 
Lean upon, his own misunderstanding, oh ho, oh, yeah! 
And then what has been hidden, 
From the wise and the prudent, 
Been revealed to the babe and the suckling, 
In everyt'ing, in every way, I say, yeah! 
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(We'll be forever loving Jah) we'll be forever! 
(We'll be forever loving Jah) 
 
'Cause just like a tree, planted, planted by the rivers of water 
That bringeth forth fruits, bringeth forth fruits in due season. 
Everything in life got its purpose, 
Find its reason in every season, 
Forever, yeah! 
(We'll be forever loving Jah) We'll be forever! 
(We'll be forever loving Jah) On and on and on! 
(We'll be forever loving Jah) We'll be forever, yes, yes, 
We'll be forever. 
(We'll be forever loving Jah) 

�

 This song relates to the practices and culture of the Rastafari movement because it 

is about praising God. The song repeats the phrase: “We'll be forever loving Jah!”  Bob 

Marley delivers the message of the song in a manner that connotes feelings of community 

and collective effort. His proclamation for forever loving Jah sounds equally like an 

individual expressing his spiritual view as it does sound like a rallying cry for others to 

express, with equal zeal and enthusiasm, the love for Jah that he has. At the same time, 

the song also contains a subtle intertextual reference to music and song from a previous 

era by paying homage to “Old Man River” from Showboat. With this reference in mind, 

the song develops a secondary  meaning. Along with the blatant propagation of Rastafari 

views, the song also delivers an a-spiritual message of perseverance and fortitude in the 

face of difficult or uncompromising adversity: “We'll never be blue/ No matter what 

rages, oh rages,/ Changes - rages they put us through/ We'll never be blue:/ We'll be 

forever, yeah!” Even in the face of the most trying and tiring circumstances, the song 

calls for a collective attitude of self-empowerment and timeless perseverance as the 

reference to Showboat illustrates. 
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 I chose the song “Iron, Lion, Zion” because of its pop sensibility and the various 

references to the Bible and the Rastafari movement within the lyrics. It was recorded and 

produced in 1980 by Bob Marley & the Wailers at Tuff Gong Studios in Kingston 

Jamaica and was released off the album Uprising (Steffens and Pierson 2005, 70). The 

Bob Marley Concerts Website states that the only known live performance of this song 

took place at Madison Square Garden, New York City in 1980. The song contains a 

reference to the Bible with the lyric; “And what has been hidden from the wise and the 

prudent, been revealed to the babe and the suckling”. This was inspired by the passage 

Mathew 11:25-27 from the King James Version of the Bible: “At that time Jesus 

answered and said, I thank thee, O Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because thou hast 

hid these things from the wise and prudent, and hast revealed them unto babes.” 

Bob Marley - “Iron Lion Zion”  
 
Yeah, I'm on the rock, and then I check a stock. 
I have to run like a fugitive, to save the life I live. 
 
I'm gonna be, iron, like a lion, in Zion. 
I'm gonna be, iron, like a lion, in Zion. 
Iron lion Zion. 
 
I'm on the run but I ain't got no gun, 
See they want to be the star, 
So they fighting tribal war, 
And they saying, iron like a lion, in Zion. 
Iron, like a lion in Zion. 
Iron lion Zion. 
 
I'm on the rock, (running and you running) 
I take a stock, (running like a fugitive) 
I had to run like a fugitive, oh Lord. 
Just to, just to save the life I live, oh now. 
 
I'm gonna be, iron, like a lion, in Zion. 
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I'm gonna be, iron, like a lion, in Zion. 
Iron lion Zion. 
Iron lion Zion. 
Iron lion Zion. 
 
Iron, like a lion, in Zion. 
Iron, like a lion, in Zion. 
Iron, like a lion, in Zion. (iron, lion, Zion) 
Iron, like a lion, in Zion. (running like a fugitive) 
Iron, like a lion, in Zion. (iron, lion, Zion) 
Iron, like a lion, in Zion. (running like a fugitive) 
Iron, like a lion, in Zion. (iron, lion, Zion) 
Iron, like a lion, in Zion… 
 
 The concepts of Zion and Babylon and their dynamic relationship form the 

foundation of Bob Marley's message in the song “Iron, like a lion, in Zion.” Marley 

frequently references Zion as the place where he will make a stand: “I'm gonna be Iron 

like a Lion in Zion.” This term is used partially figuratively and partially literally to 

explain the staunch and firm spiritual position that the musician is taking. For the 

musician, Zion, or the Promised Land, becomes a place where he may seek refuge from 

an unnamed antagonistic force: “I had to run like a fugitive just to save the life I live.” In 

all actuality, Bob Marley is most likely running from the oppressive system of Babylon. 

This song also employs the use of a lion metaphor. The lion represents attributes such as 

strength, balance and sound judgment, features which are required of the musician in his 

opposition to Babylon. In the Rastafari movement, the lion is also a symbol of Emperor 

Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia. Rastas hold that Selassie is a direct descendant of the 

Israelite Tribe of Judah through the lineage of King David and Solomon, and that he is 

also the Lion of Judah mentioned in the Book of Revelations. Jesus Christ is also 

described as “the Lion of Judah” in the Bible's Book of Revelations and for this reason 
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Haile Selassie is seen as the reincarnation of Jesus, or the Messiah. In the New Testament 

Book of Revelation 5:5; the phrase appears “And one of the elders saith unto me, weep 

not: behold, the Lion of the tribe of Judah.” This reference to the Book of Revelations 

explains the connection between Haile Selassie and Jesus Christ.  

In this song, I believe that Marley is attempting to draw strength and fortitude 

from these spiritual concepts, as evident by the use of the Lion metaphor and the concept 

of Zion, to explain the necessity of his condition and actions. The lyric “See they want to 

be the star, So they fighting tribal war” refers to a tactic employed by the oppressive 

system of Babylon, specifically, the in-class struggles that Babylon has put forth with the 

intent of keeping the poor at each other’s necks, thereby diverting their anger from the 

true source of their problems. These attempts by Babylon to keep the poor oppressed 

utilize the weapons of racism, sexism, poverty, and hatred as a means of separating the 

people and keeping them fighting each other. Bob Marley sheds light on these social and 

political conditions amidst the necessity to be concerned with his own personal well-

being. 

Peter Tosh: 

 Peter Tosh was born Winston Hubert McIntosh October 19, 1944 in the rural 

parish of Westmoreland, Jamaica and moved to the notorious slums of Trench Town at 

the age of 16. He was a Jamaican reggae musician who was a major member of the 

musical band The Wailers (1963-1974), and who after Bob Marley, maybe the most 

widely recognized promoter of the Rastafari. His mother strongly influenced him, and her 

sensibility was apparent in his lyrics and views: she made sure that he had a Christian 
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upbringing and that Peter Tosh attended the local church daily. His experience there- 

singing in the choir and learning to play the organ- formed a sort of musical 

apprenticeship that prepared him for his subsequent professional career. He played the 

piano, guitar, organ, keyboard and sang vocals. He is considered as one of the originators 

of the choppy syncopated reggae guitar style. 

 During the early 1960s, Peter Tosh met Bob Marley and Bunny Wailer. The trio of 

musicians would often play together on street corners in a Jamaican while developing 

their musical abilities. Under the supervision and guidance of Joe Higgs, their vocal 

teacher, the Wailing Wailers had a major ska success with their first single, “Simmer 

Down”; however the band suffered a brief hiatus as result of Bob Marley's need to spend 

time with his mother in Delaware. Marley returned to Jamaica in 1967 with a renewed 

interest in music and spirituality. McIntosh and Bunny were already self-proclaimed 

Rastafarians by the time Bob Marley returned to Jamaica and Marley subsequently 

became very involved with the Rastafarian faith, becoming a  member of the Ethiopian 

Orthodox Church.  The group reformed and decided to change their name to the Wailers 

because as Peter Tosh would explain later that to “wail” means to mourn or to, as he put 

it, “express ones feelings vocally.”  

In reaction to the up-tempo dance and playfulness of ska music, the band decided 

to slow their music and create lyrics with political and social weight. The combination of 

slowed tempo and thick grooves with socially relevant lyrics heavily influenced by the 

tenets of the Rastafari movement created what is now recognized as reggae. Peter Tosh's 

militant perspective provided a striking contrast to Marley's more reassuring tone. 
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 Tosh soon began recording using the name Peter Tosh, and released his solo 

debut, Legalize It, in 1976 with the CBS Records company. The title track became a huge 

hit among endorsers of marijuana legalization, reggae music lovers and Rastafarians all 

over the globe, and was a crowd favorite at Tosh's concerts. While Bob Marley was 

preaching his “One Love” message, Peter Tosh was taking a more radical position by 

criticizing the hypocritical “shitstem”. Peter Tosh participated in the international 

opposition to South African apartheid by appearing at anti-apartheid concerts and by 

representing his opinion in the lyrics of various songs like “Apartheid”, “Equal Rights”, 

“Fight On” and “Not Gonna Give It Up.” His solo work proclaimed freedom and the 

struggle against injustice and he emphasized the connection between music and 

revolution. He often toted a guitar in the shape of an M-16 rifle. Among the causes that 

Peter Tosh campaigned for in his music were: the perils of nuclear weapons, the injustice 

of apartheid, and the benefits of legalizing marijuana. 

 Peter Tosh was returning to his home in Jamaica, when a three-man gang came 

into his house demanding money.  The gunmen became frustrated with Peter Tosh's lack 

of cooperation. The chief thug, Dennis “Leppo” Lobban, a man whom Tosh had 

previously befriended and tried to help, shot Peter Tosh twice in the head. Tosh was 42. 

 Lyrical content of two Peter Tosh songs: 

 The song “Rastafari Is” is off the album Wanted Dread and Alive which was 

released in 1981 in two different variations; one for USA (EMI America) and one for 

Europe (Rolling Stones Records). The album, and subsequently the song, was recorded at 

Dynamic Studios in Kingston, Jamaica. Much like Marley’s “Forever Loving Jah”, Tosh’s 
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“Rastafari Is” presents a representation of praising Jah and a declaration of the religious 

content of the Rastafari movement. 

    Peter Tosh - “Rastafari Is” 

Rastafari... is… 
Rastafari... is… 
Yes He is; 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
 
He's the mighty, mighty one. 
Thunderable, thunderable one. 
 
Yes He is; 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
 
He's the omnipotent, omnipotent one. 
Magnificent, super, magnificent one, 
 
Yes He is; 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
 
Rastafari, Rastafari is. 
Rastafari... is… 
 
Yes He is; 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
 
Rastafari... is… 
Rastafari... is… 
Yes He is; 
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Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
 
You better worship, worship Him, 
You better praise, praise Him. 
 
'Cause He is; 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
Lords of Lords and Saviour. 
 
 The spiritual message of the song is a poignant and powerful one as a result of its 

simplicity and the use of chanting and repetition for the chorus/vocal harmony parts. The 

phrase “Lords of Lords and Savior” is repeated a total of 24 times. The repetition and the 

statement the, '“Rastafari is Lords of Lords and Saviour”, creates a powerful connection 

between Jesus Christ and the Rastafari movement. Still, the listener must the draw the 

connection for him or herself that Jesus Christ is in fact the incarnate of God. The song, 

explicitly states this as fact, but the listener must make the decision to accept this as fact 

or to reject this as not being a truthful claim.  

 The song also explains various descriptive qualities of God: Thunder-able, 

Magnificent, and Omnipotent. The song ends with Peter Tosh explaining why people 

should praise and worship Jesus Christ: “You better praise him, praise Him.”/ ‘Cause He 

is; Lords of Lords and Savior.” Peter Tosh is demanding his audience praise Jesus Christ. 

 The song “Mystic Man” is the title track from the Album Mystic Man. The album 

was recorded at the Dynamic Sound Studio in Kingston, Jamaica and released in 1979 

from the Rolling Stones Records label.  
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 Peter Tosh - “Mystic Man” 
 
I'm a Mystic Man 
I'm just a Mystic Man 
 
I man don't 
I don't drink no champagne 
No I don't 
And I man don't 
I don't sniff them cocaine 
Choke brain 
 
I man don't 
No I don't 
Don't take a morphine 
Dangerous 
 
I man don't 
I don't take no heroin 
No no no 
 
Cause I'm a man of the past 
And I'm livin' in the present 
And I'm walking in the future 
Stepping in the future 
Man of the past 
And I'm livin' the present 
And I'm walking in the future 
 
I'm just a mystic man 
Got to be a mystic man 
 
I man don't 
Eat up your fried chicken 
Not lickin' 
 
I man don't 
Eat up them frankfurters 
Garbage 
 
I man don’t 
Eat down the hamburger 
Can’t do that 
I man don’t 



44 

Drink pink, blue, yellow, green soda 
 
Just a mystic man 
Got to be a mystic man 
 
I man don't 
No I don't play fools' games on Saturday 
 
And I man don't 
No I don't 
Congregate on a Sunday 
 
Such a mystic man 
Just a mystic man 
 
Just a mystic man 
Got to be a mystic man 
 
 I chose this song because of Peter Tosh’s self -proclaimed mysticism and the 

manner in which he delivers his message. He asserts his spirituality through the negation 

of certain activities and objects. He convincingly shakes his head in a manner that clearly 

says “no” with his body language. I think the power and the ability to convince his 

audience of his mysticism comes from his ability to definitively say “no”. After 

associating certain substances and activities with destructive qualities, he explains why he 

doesn't do any of those activities or substances: “Cause I'm a man of the past/ And I'm 

livin' in the present/And I'm walking in the future/ Stepping in the future/Man of the past/ 

And I'm livin' the present/ And I'm walking in the future/I'm just a mystic man/ Got to be 

a mystic man”. He associates his mysticism with purity: a mystical man would be tainted 

or obstructed by the use of those aforementioned substances so he acts accordingly. 

 In the live concert footage, when he plays this song, he is well into the concert 

and considering this song is the encore of the Monteux Jazz Festival, Peter Tosh manages 
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to come on stage with energy and zeal, pointing his finger to the heavens and  nodding 

his head as if this song was only the beginning of what he was attempting to convey 

throughout the entire concert experience (see link in chart, pg ix). 

 During the chorus, when Peter Tosh asserts his mysticism, the music moves 

toward a crescendo as the music escalates in volume and intensity and several voices 

harmonize, giving the chorus a particularly convincing and powerful effect. As the song 

moves back into the verse, everything subdues a little and Tosh once again explains what 

actions and activities define his mysticism with convincing body language and energy. 

 In the second verse, Peter Tosh explains that he doesn't eat fried chicken, 

frankfurters, hamburgers, or drink blue, yellow, green soda. He connects his mysticism 

with certain dietary restrictions. Unnatural or excessively un-healthy foods are equally as 

destructive as drugs and alcohol for the mystic. Tosh shakes his head and waves his hand 

in a manner that suggests these objects and activities are clearly dangerous to his well-

being. He goes so far as to point his finger to the audience when he sings about soda pop 

in an accusatory way that seems to induce a sense of repulsion or critical examination of 

their own behaviors and lifestyle and their decision to drink the said substances. Peter 

Tosh's views accord with the Rastafari movement. Many Rastafarians eat limited types of 

meat in accordance with the dietary Laws of the Old Testament and others abstain from 

all meat and flesh whatsoever. Many Rastafari maintain a vegan or vegetarian diet all of 

the time and alcohol is generally frowned upon because it is seen as a tool of Babylon to 

confuse people. Alcohol is considered unhealthy because it has the adverse affect of 

spoiling the purity of the human body by turning it into a “cemetery”.  
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 Nevertheless, the song contains a chorus with a musical crescendo that relies on 

the vocal harmony of several back up musicians, aggressive and epic drum fills, and Peter 

Tosh asserting his mystical position as a man that maintains the traditions of his past 

while also moving forward in a new and progressive direction.  The last verse pertains 

most directly to religious activities: “No I don't Play fools' games on Saturday/ And I man 

don't No I don't Congregate on a Sunday.” This demonstrates his respect for Sunday, a 

day which is considered a holy day by various tradition and faiths.  I consider the most 

interesting feature of this song to be the construction of an identity through the negation 

of certain activities and behavior which lessen or weaken an individual’s ability to be 

mystical. This song, much like “Rastafari is”, informs the audience of the Rastafari 

movement. Where as, “Rastafari Is” illustrates the connection between Christ and the 

Rastafari Movement and the need to for the audience to worship Christ, “Mystic Man” 

informs its audience of the attributes, qualities, and activities that are necessary to engage 

in, or reject, in order to maintain the mysticism associated with it. 

CONCLUSION: 

 Reggae music has been an important means of disseminating the message of 

Rastafarianism. The musician becomes the messenger, and as Rastafarians see it, the 

musician is a tool for change. Reggae's message crosses international boundaries and 

deals with themes that relate to all aspects of humanity. Reggae evokes a message of 

universal suffering, and in doing so spreads a theme of class consciousness to the poor, 

illiterate, and oppressed: “It still serves as a social safety valve through which oppressed 

people express their discontent.”(Barrett, 26) Reggae proclaims that unity and social 
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change will produce a better life for all and states that it is possible to enjoy life even in 

the presence of tragedy, since there is always a hope for improvement. “Bob Marley gave 

the poor a voice to the international arena of ideas” (Barret, 28) Bob Marley and other 

Rastafarian representatives said, through their music, that change was going to occur and 

that Babylon would soon fall. At the same time, Bob Marley's music helped to assure 

those in oppressed circumstances that things would change for the better and 

demonstrated that music has the power to always look forward towards improving 

circumstances. Bob Marley helped introduce Jamaicans to the goals of the Rastafari 

movement. He showed, through his music, the suffering of the people of Jamaica and the 

belief that this suffering could end.  

The message of the Rastafari movement was broadcast world-wide by the rise of 

Bob Marley as an international star. He opened the door for other artist to further advance 

the ideas of the movement. Bob Marley's band mate, Peter Tosh became the angry 

rebellious figure of the Rastafarian movement. His views were far more militant then 

Marley's; He strongly believed that Babylon must be physically thrown down before 

there could be any type of freedom in Jamaica. He demanded his audience worship Jesus 

Christ and presented a conception of God that was  not just joyful, freedom loving and 

giving, but also capable of vengeance and destruction. The viewpoints that Tosh held 

were highly revolutionary, but they also clearly showed his ultimate goal: the destruction 

of Babylon through music and speaking out against oppression around the world. Both 

these figures were tremendously influential in the world of reggae music and for the 

Rastafari movement. 
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Lyrical content of reggae songs: 

 The following section includes the biographies of various reggae artist. The lyrics 

of their songs are presented along with an analysis that looks at the connection of the 

lyrics to the Rastafari movement. 

The Abyssinians: 

 The Abyssinians were a vocal trio/ roots reggae group from Jamaica that formed 

in 1968 (Larkin 1998, 5). They were well known for their close harmonies and promotion 

of the Rastafari movement in their lyrics but it was in 1969 with their release “Satta 

Massanga” (A Rastafarian hymn based on the Ethiopian Amharic language recorded on 

Coxson Dodd's Studio One label) that launched them into the ranks of Reggae music 

greats (Thompson 2002, 19).  

The Abyssinians - “The Good Lord” 

People, people can't you see and know, 
What is really going on? 
It's that same old thing, it's, it's nothing new, 
More than 2,000 years ago 
 
The Good Lord send, me from Zion… 
The Good Lord, you’ve send me down… 
The Good Lord send me, from Zion… 
The Good Lord, you send me down… 
 
All my days I've lived in misery… 
Wishing one day, to be free… 
Now I bend down on my, my knees and pray, 
And these are the words that I say… 
 
The Good Lord send me from Zion, yes he done. 
The Good Lord, you send me down… 
The Good Lord send me from Zion, send me down. 
The Good Lord, you send me down. 
The Good Lord, you send me down. (from Zion) 
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The Good Lord, you send me down. 
The Good Lord, from Zion. 

 I chose this song because of the subtle, yet complex relationship between the 

musician and God that reveals itself after some analysis. The musicians are committed to 

praising God regardless of their circumstances. This song begins with a plea and a 

question from the musicians. “People, people can't you see and know/ What is really 

going on? It's that same old thing, it's, it's nothing new.” The musicians ask a question, 

seemingly expecting an answer, but then answer the question themselves. The song then 

moves into the chorus, which is composed of a repetition of the lines: “The Good Lord 

send me from Zion/The Good Lord, you send me down.” In the middle section of the 

song the musicians declare “All my days I've lived in misery/ Wishing one day to be free/ 

Now I bend down on my, knees and pray/ and these are the words that I say” By wishing 

to be free, the musicians are implying that they are in slavery or do not have power or 

control over their decisions and fate. They are praying to God to grant them this. The 

song once again moves into the chorus with a repetition of the phrase “The Good Lord 

send me from Zion/The Good Lord, you send me down.” The musicians have been sent 

away from Zion, which explains why they feel misery or confinement and are praying to 

be free. Nevertheless, even in these conditions and with the recognition that they could be 

in a better place if it was God's will, they still recognize God as “The Good Lord.”  The 

relationship between the musicians, their displacement from Zion, and the manner in 

which they continue to sing about God as “The Good Lord” reveals the intensity of the 

faith and loyalty of the Rastafari practitioners even in circumstances that are not 

idealistic. 
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Burning Spear 

 Burning Spear is a Jamaican roots reggae singer and musician well known for his 

Rastafari movement messages. Winston Godfrey Rodney was born in Saint Ann's Bay, 

Jamaica March 1, 1945 (Larkin 2002, 57). As a musician looking to get into the music 

business Rodney received instruction and direction from Bob Marley who advised him to 

start at Dodd's Studio One label (Thompson 2002, 54). Rodney moved on to several 

labels before eventually setting up his own label in 1980, the Burning Spear label, which 

he signed to EMI. In 1990 he set up the Burning Music Production Company. Burning 

Spear has won two Grammy Awards for Best Reggae Album; one at the 42nd Grammy 

Awards in 2000 for Calling Rastafari, and one for 2009's Jah is Real. He has been 

nominated for a total of 12 Grammy Awards. 

Burning Spear - “Hail Him” 

Hail Jah TaFari, Hail Jah TaFari  
He lives for everything that is good (Hail Him)  
Hail Him for food (Hail Him)  
Hail Him for Shelter (Hail Him)  
Hail Him for clothes (Hail Him)  
Hail Him for everything, everything that is good (Hail Him)  
 
Hail Jah TaFari, Hail Jah TaFari, Hail Jah...TaFari (Hail Him) 
Before you go to your rest, Hail Him more (Hail Him)  
When you wake and see the light, Hail Him more (Hail Him)  
Hail Him without any apology, Hail Him more (Hail Him)  
Hail His Imperial Majesty, Hail Him more (Hail Him)  
 
Hail Jah TaFari, Hail Jah TaFari...TaFari  
Hail Him for guidance (Hail Him)  
Hail Him for protection (Hail Him)  
Hail Him for providence (Hail Him)  
Hail Him for everything, everything that is good (Hail Him)  
 
Hail Jah TaFari, Hail Jah TaFari...Hail Jah (Hail Him)  
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I and I don't agree with wrongs (Hail Him)  
I and I and I speak about rights (Hail Him)  
So I and I would have to Hail Him more (Hail Him)  
 
Hail Jah TaFari, Hail Jah TaFari  
Hail Him for everything which is good  
(Hail Him) Hail Him without any apology  
(Hail Him) Hail Him 
 
 I chose this song because of its directness. In this song the musician maintains an 

un-apologetic religious conviction and zeal throughout the song: “Hail Him for 

everything which is good/ (Hail Him) without any apology.” I believe the musician is 

referring to Haile Selassie because “HIM” is an acronym for His Imperial Majesty which 

was used in reference To Haile Selassie and because of the use of the word Tafari which 

is Haille Selassie pre-regal name:  The fact remains that the musician calls for the general 

population to practice the same sort of worship and praise that he does and to call on God 

for their needs of food, shelter, clothes and everything that is good. In this sense, the 

songs religious message is straightforward, and its impact and power is derived from its 

use of repetition and it's simplicity. Burning Spear presents a conception of God that is all 

good: “I and I don't agree with wrongs (Hail Him)/ I and I and I speak about rights (Hail 

Him)/ So I and I would have to Hail him more (Hail Him)” and in keeping with the 

Rastafari movement illustrate the importance of praising God. 

Jimmy Cliff 

 The Right Honorable Jimmy Cliff was born James Chambers, April 1st, 1948 in 

St. James, Jamaica. He is the only living musician to hold the Order of Merit, the highest 

honor that can be granted by the Jamaican government recognizing achievements in the 

arts and sciences. Jimmy Cliff's songs such as “Sitting in Limbo,” “You Can Get it If You 
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Really Want,” and “Many Rivers to Cross” from the soundtrack The Harder They Come 

helped spread reggae music to a global audience. Outside of music he is well-known for 

his film appearance in The Harder They Come (Larkin, 1998). Jimmy Cliff is currently 

working on a new album and has plans to tour Europe with its release. 

Jimmy Cliff - “Sitting in Limbo” 

Sitting here in limbo, 
But I know it won't be long. 
Sitting here in limbo, 
Like a bird without a song. 
 
Well, they're putting up resistance, 
But I know, that my faith will lead me on. 
 
Sitting here in limbo, 
Waiting for the dice to roll. 
Sitting here in limbo, 
Got some time to search my soul. 
 
Well, they're putting up resistance, 
But I know, that my faith will lead me on. 
 
I don't know where life will lead me, 
But I know where I've been. 
I can't say what life will show me, 
But I know what I've seen. 
 
Tried my hand at love and friendship, 
But all that is passed and gone. 
This little boy is moving on. 
 
Sitting here in limbo, 
Waiting for the tide to flow. 
Sitting here in limbo, 
Knowing that I have to go. 
 
Well, they're putting up resistance, 
But I know that my faith will lead me on. 
 
I don't know where life will lead me, 
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But I know where I've been. 
I can't say what life will show me, 
But I know what I've seen. 
 
Tried my hand at love and friendship, 
But all that is passed and gone. 
This little boy is moving on. 
 
Sitting here in limbo, 
Waiting for the dice to roll. 
Sitting here in limbo, 
Got some time to search my soul. 
 
Well, they're putting up resistance, 
But I know that my faith will lead me on. 
 
Sitting in limbo, sitting in limbo. 
Sitting in limbo, sitting in limbo. 
Sitting in limbo, sitting in limbo. 
Sitting in limbo, limbo, limbo. 
Sitting in limbo. 
 
Sitting in limbo, limbo, limbo. 
Limbo, limbo. 
Sitting in limbo, sitting in limbo. 
Sitting in limbo, sitting in limbo. 
 
Don't know if it's got to be so. 
Don't know if it's got to be so. 
Sitting in limbo, sitting here limbo. 
 
But I know we don't belong now. 
I know we don't belong. 
Sitting in limbo, limbo. 
 
Limbo, limbo… 
 
 I chose this song because of the concept of Limbo. Limbo is a speculative idea 

about the after-life condition. Limbo is for those who haven't been assigned to Hell but 

have not yet entered Paradise. Limbo is a liminal state and a state of ambivalence, 

because for the musician, he is not here or there but between two places (Heaven and 
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Hell or Zion and Babylon). Limbo allows a space and time for the musician to become 

introspective regarding his present condition and also represents a state of being that is 

based more on in-action then action: “Sitting here in limbo, waiting for the dice to roll/ 

Sitting here in limbo/ got some time to search my soul.” Limbo is places were a person 

waits, reflects or thinks, as opposed to acts. Limbo also provides a place for a person to 

prepare him or herself for what will occur next: “Sitting here in limbo, waiting for the 

tide to flow/ Sitting here in limbo, knowing that I have to go.” Limbo allows for the 

character in the song to engage in conceptual activities such as reflection, introspection 

and the more metaphysical “soul searching.” as well as preparing for whatever may come 

next: “But I know that my faith will lead me on.” Limbo is not directly related to the 

Rastafari movement, but I believe my analysis of the song demonstrates how the concept 

does functions for the artist within the framework of Zion and Babylon.  

Israel Vibration 

 Israel Vibration is a reggae harmony trio originating from Kingston, Jamaica. Its 

members all overcame childhood polio to form one of the islands most successful groups 

and become ardent proponents of the Rastafari movement.  

Israel Vibration - “Jah love me” 
 
Now you see my face, 
Do you love me, yea? 
I live a Jahful way, 
Do you love me, yea? 
I grow my Natty Dreadlocks, 
Do you love me, yah? 
I give praises so high, 
Do you love me, yea? 
 
I take arise in love with Jah, 
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Dem a grudge me yah, 
Word a judge me yea, 
Mind cracking system, but they don't care. 
We are the victim, the wears and tears, yea. 
I don't mind what the heathen say, 
Jah Jah love me, yah! 
I don't mind what they su-su-say, 
Jah Jah love me! 
 
 
Now you see my face, 
Do you love me, yea? 
I live a Jahful way, 
Do you love me, yea? 
I grow my Natty Dreadlocks, 
Do you love me, yah? 
I give praises so high, 
Do you love me, yea? 
 
I take arise in love with Jah, 
Dem a grudge me yah, 
Word a judge me yea, 
Mind cracking system, but they don't care. 
We are the victim, the wears and tears, yea. 
I don't mind what the heathen say, 
Jah Jah love me, yah! 
I don't mind what they su-su-say, 
Jah Jah love me! 
I don't mind what they su-su-say, 
Jah Jah love me! 
Jah Jah love me, yeah. Jah Jah love me, yeah. Say Jah Jah love me, ya, ey! 
 
And now you see my face, 
Jah Jah love me. 
Do you love me, yea? 
Do you love me, oh yea? 
Do you love me, soa? 
Do you love me, yea? 
 
Now you see my face, 
And now you see my face, 
And now you see my face, 
Jah love me. 
Jah love me. 
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Jah love me. 
Jah love me, oh! 
 
 I chose this song because the reference to dreadlocks: “I grow my Natty 

Dreadlocks.” and the reference to Jah which relates the lyrics to the Rastafari movement. 

The singer says, “I live a Jahful Way”. Jah is commonly used in the preaching of the 

Rastafari movement. The musicians makes a stand for the Rastafari faith in what could be 

considered the face of prosecution or judgement: “Word a judge me yea / Mind cracking 

system/ But they don't care.” The song also contains a motif of separation. The musicians 

assert themselves through their opposition to those that judge them. The musician's faith 

or belief in God is placed in the context of an antagonistic relation but ultimately, the 

faith in a higher power allows them to overcome adversity. Those that oppose them don't 

bother them because they know that God loves them. This song shows how dreadlocks, 

the use of the word Jah, and the motif of separation establishes Rastafari identity. 

Kiddus I 

 Kiddus I, born Frank Dowding in Saint Mary Parish, Jamaica, December 1944, is 

a reggae singer and musician best known for his appearance in the film Rockers (Katz, 

2000). He adopted the stage name Kiddus, which in Amharic means “blessed one”, after 

becoming a Rastafarian (Katz, 2000). In 1971 he set up a Rastafarian commune and craft 

centre located in Kingston. He recorded in 1972 with Aston Barrett at Joe Gibb's studio, 

but those productions were never released due to a lack of funds. Kiddus released a few 

singles on his Shepherd label but little was heard of him until the French label 

Makasound issued Inna Da Yard in 2000 which included vintage acoustic reggae from 

various artists.   
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Kiddus I- “Graduation in Zion” 
 
No it won't be too long now, 
No it won't be too long. 
All of the sufferings, 
And wrong soon will be right. 
Oh yes, yeah, yeah. 
 
Keep the faith my brothers and sisters, 
It's the cross that you bear, 
And fear not saying Jah Law, 
Whatsoever, ever man sow it, 
They all will reap, the fruits, 
Of their labours, yes they will, in the end, 
Oh yeah, yeah, yeah. 
 
So, seek ye Good and not evil, 
Ooohh I beg you, my brethren, 
And cheer up, cheer up, cheer up, 
Cheer up, cheer, yeah. 
 
Now all folly workers now beware, 
Ease my cry,  
Less the wrath you call down on yourselves, 
Be to dread for even you, to the end. 
Oh yeah, yeah, oh oh yeah, yeah. 
 
As the way is of the Lion, is death with Babylon, 
And the gift of Jah, eternal life in Zion. 
Oh yes, yeah, yeah… 
 
 Kiddus adopts a preacher-like identity with these lyrics: “All of the sufferings, and 

wrong soon will be right. Oh yes, yeah, yeah. Keep the faith my brothers and sister, its 

the cross you bear, and fear not saying Jah Law, Whatsoever, ever man sow it, They all 

will reap, the fruits, of their labours, yes they will in the end.” The artist delivers the 

message with conviction and zeal but in a manner that is compassionate and empathetic. 

He doesn't point fingers or use to much body language to deliver the message. The tone 

and the timbre of his voice convey the message; he reassures the audience with a chorus 
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of yeahs that are comforting and soothing. Furthermore, he delivers this message to his 

“brothers and sisters”. These words convey a mood that is more personal. The song show 

the reggae artist as an apostle for the Rastafari movement. 

The Melodians 
 

 The Melodians were a reggae band that formed in the Greenwich Town area of 

Kingston, Jamaica in 1965. They recorded their biggest hit, “Rivers of Babylon” which 

became an anthem of the Rastafarian movement and was featured on the soundtrack for 

the movie The Harder They Come (Tobler, 1992). After disbanding, the group reformed 

again in the 1990s and continues to perform and record. 

The Melodians – “Rivers of Babylon”  
 
By the rivers of Babylon, 
Where we sat down, 
And there we wept, 
When we remembered Zion. 
 
But the wicked carried us away in captivity, 
Required from us a song, 
How can we sing King Alpha song, 
In a strange land.. 
'Cause the wicked carried us away in captivity, 
Required from us a song, 
How can we sing King Alpha song, 
In a strange land. 
 
Sing it out loud.. 
Sing a song of freedom sister, 
Sing a song of freedom brother. 
We gotta sing and shout it.. 
We gotta talk and shout it.. 
Shout the song of freedom now. (whoah-whoah) 
 
So let the words of our mouth, 
And the meditation of our heart, 
Be acceptable in Thy sight, over I. 
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So let the words of our mouth, 
And the meditation of our heart, 
Be acceptable in Thy sight, over I. 
 
Sing it again.. 
We've got to sing it together.. 
We've got to shout it together.. 
 
By the rivers of Babylon, 
Where we sat down, 
And there we wept, 
When we remembered Zion. 
 
 The overwhelming tone of this songs is dictated by the emotional yearnings of the 

singers whose voices alternates between a smooth, mellow and consistent delivery to an 

almost roaring crackle and shout as they plea for others to sympathize and sing along 

with them.  The song is based on the Biblical hymn Pslam 137, a hymn that expresses the 

yearnings of the Jewish people in exile following the Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem 

in 586 BC, and interestingly enough, is one of the few pop songs whose lyrics come 

directly from the Bible. The song contains a plea by the artists for others to sympathize 

with their spiritual yearnings. The artists wonder's if it is possible to “sing the Lord's song 

in a strange land.” This leads me to conclude that the song attempts to promote a specific 

religious agenda, the principles of the Rastafari movement, but that the artists doubt 

whether they can continue with their degree of religious conviction in a place that may be 

hostile to their views. Although doubt is present, the artists continue to praise God 

through their music and attempt to convince others to sing along with them: “You got to 

sing a song.” All the while, the concepts of Zion and Babylon play a significant role in 

this song: The artists are weeping in Babylon out of remembrance for Zion. I chose this 

song because it represents the need for emotional expressions of faith within the Rastafari 
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movement and its popularity outside of the Rastafari movement. 

Misty in Roots 

 Misty in Root's career began as a Southall-based British reggae band in the early 

1970s. Their first album, Live at the Counter Eurovision, was a record full of Biblical 

Rastafarian expression. Its exposure by BBC Radio 1 DJ John Peel helped bring reggae 

to a white audience and helped make Misty in Roots one of the most popular English 

reggae bands in the late 1970s.  

Misty in Roots - “True Rasta” 
 
Judgement day, ya Judgement day ya. 
Jah no send no sanfi, catch pon fiyah. 
Judgement day, ya Judgement day yaaha. 
Jah no send no sanfi, catch pon fiyah. 
 
Two thousand years ago, so them tell I and I. 
Iyesus Christus trod this land. 
Glad tidings of great joy I bring to you and all mankind. 
Preaching the Kingdom of Jah and telling 'bout the last days. 
 
His ways.. can't you hear me? 
His ways.. can't you hear me? 
 
Can't say I never warn you. 
Can't say I never tell you. 
 
Judgement's coming, on the land. 
Judgement's coming. 
 
Shall be woes, murmurs and rumours of wars. 
Nation fight nation and kingdom fight kingdom. 
Daily sacrifice shall be taken away. 
Abomination that make desolate. 
Standing where it should not stand. 
 
And then you shall, 
See angels singing. 
Hear trumpets blowing. 
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Wise men are saying, 
These are the days, 
Days we've been waiting. 
 
And Jah Jah a go, 
Burn down Babylon… 
Burn down Babylon… 
Burn down Babylon… 
Burn down Babylon… 
 
Judgement day, ya Judgement day ya. 
Jah no send no sanfi, catch pon fiyah. 
Judgement day, ya Judgement day yaaha. 
Jah no send no sanfi, catch pon fiyah. 
 
True Rastaman, stand up Rastaman, 
True Rastaman should not stumble. 
True Rastaman, stand firm Rastaman, 
True Rastaman should not stumble. 
 
Judgement day, ya Judgement day ya. 
Jah no send no sanfi, catch pon fiyah. 
Judgement day, ya Judgement day yaaha. 
Jah no send no sanfi, catch pon fiyah. 
 
True Rastaman, stand up Rastaman, 
True Rastaman should not stumble. 
True Rastaman, stand firm Rastaman, 
True Rastaman should not stumble. 
 
Judgement day, ya Judgement day ya. 
Jah no send no sanfi, catch pon fiyah. 
Judgement day, ya Judgement day yaaha. 
Jah no send no sanfi, catch pon fiyah. 
 
Judgement day, ya Judgement day ya. 
Jah no send no sanfi, catch pon fiyah. 
Judgement day, ya Judgement day yaaha. 
Jah no send no sanfi, catch pon fiyah… 
 
 The song has an apocalyptic tone: the chorus repeats the phrase “Judgment Day 

ya Judgement Day ya”. The musicians seem to be warning the audience or whomever 



62 

they are addressing of the impending doom and the need for appropriate action to be 

taken accordingly. The voice of lead singer is filled with urgency and haste as he implores 

individuals to behave accordingly: “True Rastaman, should not stumble True Rastamnan, 

stand firm Rastaman.” The song alludes to the New Testament, specifically the book of 

Revelation with its reference to Judgment Day which is the final and eternal judgment by 

God of all nations. This is to take place after the resurrection of the dead and the Second 

Coming of Christ (Revelation 20:12-15). This song clearly draws inspiration from the 

apocalyptic sections of the Bible, which is why I chose it, and connects this with the 

concept of Babylon: “And then you shall/ See angels singing/ Hear trumpets blowing/ 

Wise men are saying/ These are the days/ Days we've been waiting/ And Jah Jah a go/ 

Burn down Babylon/ Burn down Babylon/ Burn down Babylon/ Burn down Babylon.” 

The artists claim that the destruction of Babylon is the inevitable will of God and they 

support their claim by referencing the New Testament in their lyrics. This song illustrates 

the prophetic aspect of the artist within the Rastafari movement 

CONCLUSION: 

 The analysis of the lyrics of lesser known reggae artist demonstrates the 

development of identity through reggae music. With reggae music, “Social, political, and 

spiritual concepts entered the lyrics more and more, until the reggae musicians became 

Jamaica's prophets, social commentators and Shamans” (Davis and Simon 1979). Reggae 

musicians explored various aspects of their identity though reggae music until they were 

able to give voice to Jamaican culture at large. They became critics and poets, demanding 

a change for social circumstances while at the same time witnessing to their faith with 
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beautiful expression of reverence, awe and humility. 

 All of the artists I analyzed, without exception, propagated aspects of the Rastafari 

movement within their songs. Some adopted more politically-minded views and radical 

spiritual stances while others played it safe with songs about social life and celebration. 

Nevertheless, they all expressed their faith for Jah and adherence to the Rastafari 

movement. 
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CONCLUSION: 

“Religions are born of myths, new consciousness, and faith rather than truth, science, or 
logic” (Murrel1 2010, 312-113). 
 
 The Rastafari movement and Reggae when studied together provide a different 

perspective then when examined on their own. The relationship that emerges reveals that 

religious conviction and artistic expression are equally explored by the practitioner and 

are in a constant state of transformation. These qualities are not fixed, they are transient; 

“Rastafari evolved as a despised and dreaded tumor among the downtrodden but has 

become Jamaica's most popular religious movement of modern times. The persecuted 

dreadlocks-waiving, ganja-smoking, unkempt followers of the renegade cult chanting 

down evil Babylon are now the proud bearers of a commercialized Babylon culture” 

(Murrel1 2010, 312-113). 

 Nevertheless, at the heart of the relationship between the Rastafari movement and 

Reggae is the individual practitioner or artist and his or her relationship with Jah. 

Rastafari practitioners combined their political and social views, an anti-colonial 

liberation ideology and the black struggle for equality with their Ethiopian messianic 

hope: a worldview of a returned Messiah in Haile Selassie who would lead the way 

towards a repatriation to Zion. Reggae artist, inspired by their faith, played music and 

wrote songs in the attempt to bring others closer to Jah and spread the message of the 

movement. All of the songs I examined demonstrate this intense commitment to faith in 

one way or another. 
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