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Introducing the history, thoughts, 

beliefs and attitudes of a Rasta
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Rastafari started in the very poor areas of Kingston, Jamaica, in the 1920s and 30s. In an environment of great poverty, depression, racism and class discrimination from the white Jamaicans, the Rasta message of black pride, freedom from oppression, and the hope of return to the African homeland was gratefully received.

The Rastafarian movement began with the teachings of Marcus Garvey (1887-1940), a black Jamaican who led a "Back to Africa" movement. He taught that Africans are the true Israelites (chosen people of the Bible) and have been exiled to Jamaica and other parts of the world as divine (God’s) punishment. 

 Garvey encouraged pride in being black and worked to change the mindset of inferiority that centuries of enslavement had ingrained on the minds of blacks. Garvey is regarded as a second John the Baptist and famously prophesied in 1927, "Look to Africa, for there a king shall be crowned."

On November 2, 1930, Ras Tafari Makonnen was crowned emperor of Ethiopia (he ruled until 1974). At his coronation he took the name Haile Selassie, meaning "Might of the Trinity." 

Followers of Garvey's teachings believed that Selassie is the messiah (Lord) that had been predicted in the Bible, and that his coronation indicated that God’s divine punishment was finished and the return to Africa would begin. Rastafarians named their movement for Ras Tafari and regarded the emperor as the physical presence of God (Jah) on earth. 

One of the most important figures in the history of the Rastafari movement is the reggae artist Bob Marley (1945-81). The son of a white father and black mother, Marley lived in the Kingston slums of Jamaica. He recorded his first singles in 1962, had his first international hit with The Wailers' album Catch A Fire in 1973. He had his first solo hit outside Jamaica with "No Woman, No Cry," in 1975. 

Bob Marley became a Rastafari around 1966. He grew dreadlocks, adopted marijuana as a sacred sacrament, and is said to have begun every performance proclaiming the divinity of Jah Rastafari. His immense popularity as a musician brought both reggae and Rasta to international attention. Reggae music is intimately connected to Rastafari and its lyrics often speak of oppression, poverty, slavery, apartheid and human rights. 
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The sacred text of Rastafarians is the Holy Piby, the "Black Man's Bible." It was compiled by Robert Athlyi Rogers of Anguilla from 1913 to 1917 and published in 1924.  The Holy Piby is a version of the Christian Bible that has been altered to remove all the deliberate distortions that are believed to have been made by white leaders during its translation into English.

The Ethiopian national epic, the Kebra Negast, is also respected by Rastas, but less so than the Bible.
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Rastafarians believe in the Jewish/Christian God who they call Jah.  Jah was manifested on earth as Jesus, who Rastas believe was black, and Emperor Haile Selassie. 

An important Rastafarian concept is "I and I," which is said instead of "you and I." It emphasizes the oneness between humanity and God as well as the equality of all humans. 
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Rastafarians are perhaps unfairly best known for their religious use of marijuana, which grows plentifully in Jamaica. In the UK many Rastas do not use the drug, it is of course illegal and harmful. Rastas know it as ganja, the holy herb, Iley or callie, and believe it was given by God. Scriptural support is found especially in Psalm 104:14: "He causeth the grass for the cattle and herb for the service of man." Other texts interpreted to refer to cannabis include Genesis 3:18, Exodus 10:12, and Proverbs 15:17. In addition to ritual use, Rastas also use marijuana for medicinal purposes, applying it to a variety of ailments including colds.  

Marijuana is used for its spiritual benefits primarily during the two main Rastafari rituals: reasonings and nyabingi. The reasoning is an informal gathering at which a small group of Rastas smoke ganja and engage in discussion. The ritual begins when one person lights the pipe, or "chalice," and recites a short prayer while all other participants bow their heads. The pipe is then passed around the circle until all of the people have smoked. The reasoning ends when the participants depart one by one.

The nyabinghi, or binghi for short, is a dance held on Rasta holidays and special occasions (see below). These dances can last for several days and bring together hundreds of Rastafarians from all over Jamaica. They camp in tents on land owned by the host Rastas. Formal dancing takes place at night in a tabernacle especially set up for the occasion. The Rastas sing and dance until the early hours of the morning. In the daytime, they "rest and reason."

Facts: Trans Atlantic Slave trade 1650 – 1860

Abolished in Jamaica 1838 
Fast Facts


Date founded: Generally said to be 1930, the year Emperor Haile Selassie was crowned.


Place founded: Jamaica


Founder: Marcus Garvey (1887-1940), a black Jamaican 


Followers: About 1 million worldwide





Think about:





1. Why was the Rasta message so popular in the 1920s and 1930s?


2. How do you think a black Jamaican would feel when hearing Garvey speak and why do you think that?


3. How do Rastas view the Emperor Haile Selassie?


4. What did Marley’s music communicate to the people?





Think about:





5. How is the Holy Piby different to the Holy Bible?


6. How important to Rastas do you think it is that Jesus was black?


7. Why do some Rastas smoke drugs?
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Marcus Garvey








