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NO MIGRATION,
REPATRIATION

Spiritual visionings and political limitations of
Rastafari repatriation to Ethiopia

ljahnya Christian

Birth of a nation

Now I am home, Fyahbinghi seh, Now I am home, I an T stll yant Fari, now I am home
Singing glory halleluJAH, Hail Ras Tafari, Now I am home. ..

(yrics of Nyyahbinghi chant adapted in
Shashemene from the original, ‘When I yod/trod home’)

In 1948, the same year that land was secured to create the modern day nation of Israel, Ethiopia’
Emperor Haile Selassie I granted five gashas (approximately 500 acres) of land in Shashemene,
Southern Ethiopia, as a gesture of thanks to the Black peoples of the west who had supported Ethio-

pia during Mussolini’s invasion. It rerains unique on the African continent, as the only land granted

to facilitate the return of the descendants of Afticans taken away during the trans-Atlantic trade in
Aftican people. Africans in the

Diaspora did not return en smasse and those who hold on tenaciously

to Africa, with specific refere
The complex process of Repatriation (as distinct from cvent
tor calypsonian The Mighty Chalkdust

» Hollis Liverpool refers to as ‘rituals of power and rebel-
lion’ handed down from Afi

can ancestors. The media by which such rituals are carried out on
the Shashemene Land Grant are Nyahbinghi drums and chants as well a5 popular reggae nusic.
And ‘... the power to change society and to mobilize the people through song ..
2001: 450) is consciously recognized by those who survive the odds on a daily basis
therefore, reiteratively explores themes of power and mobilization, creativity,
tion, integration and resilience in the quest for formal recognition, meanin
people Bonnaci (2015: 389) calls ‘transatlantic migrants’ and who lay claim
also discusses inhibiting factors, all of which are worthy of further explorati

. {Liverpoaol,
-The chapter,
conflict, contradic-
g legal status, of the
to the land grane. It
on.

318

e
as ¢

Shi
ret

A
the
Ut
dit
of
of
tor
ne

of
the

rge

19

og
(H




Rastafari repatriation to Ethiopia

Though the intent here is to reflect movements and immobilities from the post-colonial
era, it should not be assumed that colonialism is a thing of the past. Neither should it be
sssumed thae repatriation is a tidy event in which well-organized masses board ships and
planes bound for Africa and a resettlement plan. Some continue to cross the Middle Pas-
sage mobilizing resources everywhere to support life i 2 pan-African family sphere. The
context is one of continued struggle with identity and variously tempered and frustrated by
che realization that freedom of movement within Africa is not a right guaranteed to most
Africans. The writer’s is a voice from the colonial present. It is also an insider voice, with
perspectives shaped by frequent travel to and from Ethiopia in order to maintain legal status
while in residence at the Nyahbinghi Tibernacle Center on the Shashemene Land Grant.
This 13 cur story.

On the verge of Jamaica’s independence in August 1962, Mortimo Planno, a strong voice
from the emerging Ras Tafari Nation in Jamaica, wrote in a Letter to the Editor of The Gleaner as

follows:

What provisions will be made within the new constitution for the desire of those
who alienate themselves from the Jamaica way of life? T am thinking principally of
those whose desire is to be repatriated to Ethiopia. One of the countries of Africa that
already granted lands for the sole purpose of resettling people from the Western world.
I as one who is claiming by originality (Bthiopian) would like the world to know that
our rights must be respected. Because T am of the opinion that respect for man’s right
is the greatest achievement of peaceful solution to problems which has a temperature
of 100 degrees {March 3, 1962).

Planno’s letter is significant not only in its assertion of Ethiopian identity but also in its
recognition of the Shashemene Land Grant and more importantly, the matter of Repatriation
as a right — the Right of Return. Not only were Inl called, some were chosen to settle on the
Shashemene Land Grant located in the Oromo Region in southern Ethiopia.

Rastafari in the Caribbean Region have therefore had a sense of entitlement regarding the
return to Africa, and 2 sense of mission: fulfiliment of purpose defined in themes of African
Redemption such as Marcus Garvey’s Africa for the Africans, those at home and those abroad.
A more tecent theme is that of the African Reenaissance with Rastafari at the vanguard. But
the boundless faith of Rastafari has not been matched by the political work of ‘Get Up Stand
Up, Stand up for your rights...” (Matley and MacIntosh, 1973). Instead there has been the tra-
ditional shying away from politics, especially partisan politics. Despite the trials and tribulations
of trying to hold on to land, which is a defining element of nationhood, a contextual analysis
of Rastafari in Bthiopia reveals not stagnation but a dynamism bound up in the country’s his-
tory, culture and the politics of diversity in twenty-first-century globalization. Progress has

nevertheless been slow.
In the Caribbean region that gave birth to the Rastafari Nation/Movement, the appearance

of these people, terrible and dread, made for instant rejection. An ‘otherness’ prevailed right from
the start as Rastafari rejected options of island nation ot regional identity, and instead embraced

their identity as Ethiopian. In terms of spiritual direction, more than four decades before the

realization of independence in the Caribbean, seers and seekers pursuing knowledge in the
1920s swung the point of the compass eastward to the divine direction of return. The vision of
Robert Athlyi Rogers documented in the Bthiopianist text, The Holy Piby (1924), generally rec-
ognized as the most important theological reference to the foundational philosophy of Rastafari
(Hill in West et al., 2009: 140), was clear:
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Then shall the children of Ethiopia return to their own land and there establish a light
with {which] no nation shall compare, nor will there he any power sufficient to doyse
it. For I am the Lord God of Ethiopia,

(Rogers, 1924: 3)

Iin Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, on November 2, 1930 is generally considered the birth of the
Rastafari Nation, Two years later, the Rey. Eitz Ballentyne Pettersburg of Jamaica, in The
Royal Parchment Scroll of Black Supremacy (1926), foresaw the precedent set by His Majesty,
for His Consort, Her Royal Highness, Itege Menen Asfaw, to be crowned along with him
in the Church and not days later in the palace. A few years later, another Jamaican, Leonard
Percival Howell, in The Promised Key (1 935) identified Rogers’ God of Ethiopia, as none

other than His Imperial Majesty, Emperor Haile Selassie L The world had also witnessed the
anointing of a child in ¢hat ceremony,

origins ~ Ethiopia.

Caribbean solidarity with Ethiopia may be marked by the visit of Haitian Ambassador Benito
Sylvain’s visit to the court of Emperor Menelik IT after the latter’s victory at the Battle of Adwa

solidarity was expressed in popular culture decades before the
creation of orthodox feggae music in Jamaica, This may have some bearing on the demograph-
ics of the repatrizted community in Shashemene, whic

Songs such as Houdini’ (1935) Bthiopian Way Drums, Lio

n’s Advantage Mussolini, Radio’
Abyssinian Lament and Caress

€r's Selassie Held by the Police in 1936;
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Rastafari repatriation to Ethiopia

Land for a nation of many passports

Man is respected by his utterance; the land is respected by its borders.
{Ethicpian proverb)

The mass movement of Rastafari as envisaged in reggae singer Fredlocks’ song, Seven Miles of

the Black Star Liner is vet to be realized. Only a few hundred people are in residence, holding on

The tenaciously to what is left of the Land Grant. Who are these chosen few?

sty Among them are those from islands that have not yet tasted the sweets of independence. They

im, are from British Overseas Territories of Anguilla, Montserrat and Bermuda; Bonaite, 2 Special
Municipality of the Netherlands; and the Freach Overseas Departments of Guadeloupe and Mar-

isie

zi tinique. Persons from these non-independent Territories are holders of European Union passports,
he 5 though it is generally held that Jamaican passport holders are the largest group on the land. There
vd | are also many who are holders of United Kingdom (UK) passports. Many of these brechren and
= i sistren were born to and taised by Jamaican parents in the UK. There are also relatively high num-
e ! bers of those with passports issued by Trinidad and Tobago. Some came directly from the Carib-
= ! bean, others via the UK and the United States (US). There are also several US citizens and others
1 i who came from Barbados, St.Vincent and the Grenadines. As many as 16 nationalities have been
" | identified, but important as these passports may be to officialdom, many of them have expired

‘ and are somewhat irrelevant to Rastafari who came with every intention of staying in Ethiopia,
2 ‘ no matter what. Perhaps the biggest irony of all is that in Ethiopia informally, all of the repatri-

e ated Rastafari are thought of and called Jamaican. However, there are strong feelings held by some
a Rustafari of other nationalities who do not accept the Jamaican designation.

4 Up until 2014 there were also a number of Stateless Persons in the community but the
» Government of Jamaica made provision for the issuc of Jamaican passports to those eligible
[(i and interested. It is not clear how many other nationalities may be affected in this way but this

response underscoted a status as migrants in residence and seemed a regressive step on the path
to legal status in Ethicpia.

The size of the repatriated community is often queried but the answer is not so clear. Usually
a range of 500 to 800 is given but this has not been verified. It is a fluid community in which
people come and go all the time. Among thers are those who have established homes there but
are concerned to stay on the right side of Ethiopia’s Department of Immigration and National-
ity Affairs. There are also usually a few Rastafari youths from other African countries — young
men from Kenya, Tanzania, Ghana and Zambia who travel to Ethiopia by road, also with the
view of repatriating to Holy Mount Zion. Some of them have been temporarily resident in the
Nyahbinghi House, usually thought ofas a neutral space in the sometimes polarized community.

The Nyahbinghi Order,as the foundation of Rastafari spiritual expression, also employs the musi-
cal tradition of gathering and chanting . ..to break down barriers.... The Nyahbinghi ritual is a Ras-
tafari creation born from resistance traditions. .. including retentions of African spirituality in Jamaica
and*.. Jayered on an Ethiopian Orthodox philosophical foundation’ {Niaah and Christian, 2013: 24).

The Order has its largest tabernacle in Shashemene and a house has been built on the
grounds of the Nyahbinghi Tabernacle Center, to serve as the residence of presiding elders.
Other Rastafari Churches/Mansions include the Ethiopia Africa Black International Congress
(EABIC) aka Bobo Shanti, the Twelve Tribes of Israel and the Ethiopian World Federation '
(EWE),a biack people’s organization dominated by Rastafari. Historically, the Shashemene Land
Grant was meant to be administered by the EWE

321




fiahnya Christian

Youth traveling by road from neighboring Kenya receive their visas at the border town of
Moyale and make the two-day journey there annually for them to be renewed. One young man
from Ghana incorrectly assumed privilege as a continental African,and fell into the immigration
money trap which demands payment of huge sums in foreign currency for persons who have
overstayed. Others have sought, and obtained favor through, the Ethiopian Orthodox Tawahedo
Church. One Rastafari couple who came to be trained in the duties of the Orthodox faith
traveled by road from South Africa with two small daughters. They were provided for by the
Church but were eventually forced off land they had acquired independently and on which
they had planned to live. Another, a young man who repatriated from the US, graduated as 3
full-fledged priest of the Church in August 2016.Via the route of his training (during which he
was required to cut his dreadlocks), he met the language and cther criceria required for citizen-
ship and has successfully attained that status, His passport bears his Ethicpian baptismal name.
It would be remiss not to mention that two residents of the community had gained cicizenship
during the revolutionary years of the Dergue’s regime and one Rastafari woman from Ireland
who lives in Addis Ababa gained citizenship several years ago.

In order to present the full face of the Rastafari community in Shashemene, mention is made
of a few young Ethiopians, some of whom have never left Shashemene but sport dreadlocks,
speak with a Jamaican accent and may pretend to visitors that they are Jamaican. There are oth-
ers who may not have dreadlocks but who faithfully worship with Rastafari in the Nyahbinghi
Tabernacle, bringing their families along with them on the high holy days. On such days, par-
ticularly the anniversary of the birth of Ras Tafari Makonnen, several members of the wider
Ethiopian commanity also worship with Rastafari, The elders among them refer to the land
as ‘the Jamaicans’ land” in the area commonly called the Jamaican sefer. This relationship helps
to defend and protect what they call the Ras Tafari Church, It has not, however, protected the
repatriated community from the high incidence of breaking, entering, theft and robbery, also
experienced by Ethiopians who are born and bred. The ambiguities have been succinctly cap-
tured in the following observation:

Although their culture 15 sometimes embarrassing to the Ethiopians, they nevertheless
build schools and clinics and develop businesses and services. They attract tourists, they
invest and they bring up their children in the country. Nevertheless, their contributions
remain unrecognized, and their integration is not easy. Bob Marley is now celebrated
in the country and adopted as a cultural reference by Ethicpia’ youth. Yet there is no
government policy to facilitate che settlement and integration of Rastafari. Nor is there
any legal or financial assistance from pan-African institutions (Bonaccs, 2016: 155).

Multiple forces have diminished access to land in Ethiopia where the more commonly
expressed aspiration among Rastafari from the African Diaspora who have settled on che
Shashemene Land Grant is the desire to have legal status. The absence of this status disables the
holding of federal IDs and acquisition of ‘carta’ plans for increased security of fand use. This
Catch-22 situation has severely limited the contributions of repatriated Rastafari to the devel-
opment of Shashemene and Ethiopian society.

Nevertheless, an article entitted ‘Promised Land? Rastafarians Struggle in Ethiopia’ published in
the Jamaica Observer cites Ras Reuben Kush, President of the EWF% Local 14 in Shashernene, thus:

Ethiopia is ourland, for we Blacks in the West ... The Emperor had given us 500 hectares
= today we live on six or seven hectares,. . Today, we have no control over our property.
(Bould, November 16, 2015)
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Rastafari repatriation to Ethiopia

Bould posits the Rastafari returnees as stateless and hopeless victims of ‘... Communist-
inspired ex-rebels...” but her analysis is accurate only in part. As the following account shows,
there are individuals and experiences within the repatriation process that do not quite fit in this
narrative.

In a context where land is nationalized and therefore cannot be bought or scld, (though
it is), the story of how the original land is occupied by other Ethiopians is well documented.
What is acceptable is compensation for increasingly smaller lots of land that have been devel-
oped in some way. They may be under cultivation, fruit trees may have been planted, and they
may have built structures. But as official demands dictate against larger landholdings, there are
stories of land being sold sometimes by the most unlikely persons when hard times hit. Land
Josses have also occurred through failed conjugal relationships, mainly between repatriated men
and Ethiopian women as Ethiopian law is very protective of woren and children. Land has
also been lost to roads built years after they became part of Shashemene’s elusive Master Plan,
which inchsdes reports on progress and development objectives. The implementation of such
plans has been slow but stories abound about the community having been long-informed of the
intent to establish a road network in the pert of the city within the bounds of the original Land
Grant. Prior knowledge has made these losses no easier to bear when fully-grown trees, fences
and more substantial built structures have had to be sacrificed for new rocads. Bonacci (2015:
269-79) tells us that the Master Plan of 2000 makes reference to the Jamaica ‘sefer’ and the ‘Ras
Taferians’, the first mention in an administrative document after 50 years of Ruastafari residence
in Shashemene — in acknowledgement of their cultural and touristic value.

The Shashemene Land Grant of the mid-twentieth century was not the only one gifted by
Haile Selassic 1 in Ethiopia. His Majesty had also granted land in the nearby town of Kuyera to
the Seventh Day Adventists, who established the Ethiopian Adventist College there in 1947, But
there is either no uniformity in arrangements or no provision at all for Africans who have repat-
riated from the Diaspora to other African countries. Actoss the continent, the small, West African
country of Benin, seems to have gone furthest in ensuring that repatriated Rastafari are rela-
tively secure in terms of land settlement. Administered by Mere and Pere Jah, who repatriated
from the French Department of Guadeloupe in 1996, ‘Ambassade de la Diaspora’ has enjoyed
excellent relations with successive Beninese governments, at tumes being part of government
delegations. They were eventually given land designated as a protected area on which they live,
engage in educational farming and other sustainable developmental activity. They have not been
granted citizenship. There is a Jarger number of repatriated Rastafari in neighboring Ghana but
setslement seems to have been by independent effort with local community support. However,
in December 2016, the outgoing John Mahama administration in Ghana went further than any
government in Africa in granting citizenship to some persons from the African Diaspora. We
will return. to this development in the conclusion of the chapter.

At the southern tip, South Africa, reputed to have a Rastafari population significantly larger
than even Jamaicas, has at least five instances of lands being secured and held by local Rastafari
for the development of Rastafari communities but also with the objective of facilitating repatri-
ation. The oldest of these is the Marcus Garvey Community in Cape Town {unpublished report
of the Rastafari Fact Finding Mission aka the Harar Trod, 2009}. The experience of persons
repatriated to Echiopia, Ghana and South Africa suggests that no matter how repatriated persons
acquire land, if that land is not used, it is lost. It is also clear chat the status of returning Africans
is one that will be hard won, despite a history of such returns.

The present Constitution of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia makes provision
for a federal arrangement of autonomous and diverse nation states. In fact, one of the regional
states is the Southern Nations, Nationalities and Pecples Region (SNNPR). This nomenclature

323




fahnya Christian

alene, backed by constitutional provision, lends credence to the concept of a Rastafari Nation,
though small size and other factors render this unviable. Without that tenuous hold on the
Shashemene Land Grant, however, the missing element in the definition of Rastafar; nation-
hood would be land. Without land as a prerequisite, it has been shown that new paths to belong-
ing are being forged. With land, it is, however, conceivable to ENVISION a nation comprising
persons of different nationalities, holding different passports and different races,

Race is among the sources of grumbled undesirability seldom openly expressed except in
other mmatters of conflict concerning white people resident on the Shashemene Land Grant.
Some of them have been resident for a long time, having come mainly but not exclusively as

members of the Twelve Tribes of Israel or as spouses of members, In terms of those non-black
nationalities:

Rastafari from over the world had arrived in Shashemene, sometimes from as far
as Sweden, New Zealand, Chile, Japan and South Africa. Rastafari communities had
meanwhile developed in Addis Ababa, Bahir Dar, Awassa and Debra Zeit.

(Bonacci, 2016: 155)

There is also the unverified account of the community being criticized by a government
official for allowing white people to settle on the land. Except in the EWE which has been
experiencing resurgence over the last three years, Rastafari of European stock have been active
in the internal developmental, unification and centralization initiatives of the community. There
is a tolerance that speaks to the racial consciousness of Rastafari that is to be clearly distinguished
from racism. From the global Rastafari community, some of whose ancestors were the enslavers,
are ones who have asserted their presence in the ‘.. Jand where the gods Toved to be...” (Burrell
and Ford, 1919). There is no open confrontation but as one attendee at g community meeting in
2012 remarked with reference to this reality, the problem with white people on the land is not
one of biclogy but one of history.

Repatriation and representation

Woman and earth can handie anything,
(Ethiopian proverb)

Repatriated Rastafari are confronted in many ways with their status as determined by the
Imanigration authorities of Ethiopia. For those who have been in Shashemene longest, this may
be no longer releyant, except in the case where children have been born. Others strive to stay
legal by any means necessary. Doing so means having the ongoing means of meeting immigra-
tion requirermnents. US citizens can obtain tourist visas that are valid for two years. Tourist visas
tor other nationalities are valid for three to six months. In the past, those who expressed inter—

Reuben Kush, this time from his perspective as a mechanical engineer, in a Jjoint venture that
operates a factory in Addis Abeba’s industria] zone in Kality.
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Rastafari repatriation to Ethiopia

There are vast opportunities in Ethiopia that can be exploited with an entrepreneurial
spirit. I advise small groups of four or five ones to come together with an investment

plan, to work together and live together. Everything hinges on thinking collectively...’
(unpublished interview: 2014)

Those who entered the country with business visas could use them to seek employment if
there was no rcal investment. Business visas are no longer issued except to the actual investor
class — evidence of having met investment requirements must now be presented before a business
visa can be obtained. In one instance, the holder of a temporary resident ID secured a short-term
consultancy with an agency that had diplomatic status and obtained a special ID with diplomatic
privileges issued by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and valid for one year. Those with tourist
visas must leave the country upon their expiry but can apply for extended stay, usually of one
imonth at a time, Fees for such extension must be paid in foreign currency, which is scarce in the
banking sector. An illegal but thriving parallel foreign currency market operates just outside the
premises of the Immigration Department with currency exchange rates that are much higher
than bank rates.

Those who have not been able to secure investment permits, business licences or employ-
ment and who can afford to do so therefore find it necessary to leave the country every three
or six months to return as able, Those who obtained the ID through employment with a work
permit must hand these in once contracts are terminated if they are not to be renewed. There is
no hunting down and flushing out activity, but those who have long overstayed, from 2n immi-
gration perspective, are unable to leave the country if they want to as they are unable to pay the
carcfully calculated immigration arrears or court fines. This is a source of frustration for many on
the Jand and many who are desirous of coming but it does not prevent those spititually chosen
for the mission of physical relocation to Africa from coming. For others, the choice may be to
visit and support from outside. As one writer perceives:

The reality is most of our people are not going to emigrate back to Africa. Some of -
our people have returned but the masses of our people will remain where they are for

the rest of their natural lives,
(Stanton posted: July 2016)

Those who have returned may be best represented by one of the community’s caregivers,
Beverley Stewart, who has lived with her now adult children for over a decade and has built her
house in Shashemene. Sister Bev shares the common experience of land insecurity and inad-
equate representation but ends on an optimistic and persuasive note:

Various organisers spring up to represent us only to peter out. On the ground there are
a lot of positive happenings (but individually and not collectively) for economic devel-
opment. Underneath it all, there are positive vibes. .. Come with an irit (a spirit) to cre-
ate, to build on what is already here. Come home soon (uripublished interview, 2014)."

Repatriation, however, can be distinguished from either traditional migration or what has
come to be known as transnational migration, which refers to the movement of people who
relocate from one nation-state to another, who ‘live their lives across borders, participating
simultaneously in social relations that embed them in more than one nation-state’ {Schiller,
2003: 99-128). Other defining characteristics of transnational migrants include the desite to
improve their lives, and the sending of remittances from their new countries of residence to
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those of origin, once they settle (Levitt and Schifler, 2004). While there are some similarities
with Rastafari Repatriation, there are also significant differences.

The constraints imposed by lack of legal status, coupled with Ethicpia’s financial regulations,

mean that they are unable to send remittances back to the countries from which they came —
which are not considered ‘home’. They left those countries to come home to Ethiopia, and rela-
tions with the West are partly maintained out of the need for the support of those left behind,
Thus, remittances flow from lands of origin, into the repatriated community. Often, in leaving
the country to meet immigration requirements, the opportunity is used to seek employment
or to engage in informal fund-raising, to bring money back to the community of returnees.
However, there are times when relatives from the more ‘developed’ world left behind are also in
need and unable to give support that may be expected in Ethiopia. Contrary to what may have
been true of carly repatriates, as reported in the Rastafari Movement Association's {(RMA) Rasta
Voice of September 9, 1971, recent arrivals do not view*. . {rlepatriation and self-help organiza-
tions such as the EWF and the Ethiopian Orthodox Church a5 a way out of capitalist-induced
poverty, wage labor and unemployment’ (Tafari, 2001: 31 i).

In fact, many Rastafati leave behind in the West what may be to their new neighbors, envi-
able lives, compared to conditions in which they live in Africa. Others have established substan-
tial to luxurious homes in their repatriated homelands. Yet others pay exorbitant rents for city
life. Among those with whom they live in the wider Shashemene community, Rastafari who
have returned from the Diaspora are perceived to be wealthy and therefore prime targets for
thieves. Under such circumstances, security of home and property are strong concerns. During
the Jamaican government-sponsored Mission to Africa in 1961, Haile Selassie I had raised the
anticipated challenges of such inequity,

This entire discussion lends itself to the possibility that those on the Shashemene Land
Grant who have been there for decades, who have long lost a relationship with the Immigra-
tion Department may well be those who can be said to have repatriated. They have no desire
to return to the geographical spaces from which they came and are content to live their lives
eatirely within Ethiopia’s borders, Those who prioritize avoiding the inherent risks, despite their
best intentions can fit into the category of transnational migrants, with the reverse movement of
financial resources in the form of monies brought home from the countries they yearn to leave
behind but to which they seem tied. Yet, it must not be imagined that the resources mobilized
and brought home by those in motion, flow only from north to south. There is an emerg-
ing visibility of repatriated Rastafari women engaging in intra-African trade of cultural items,
academic and professional skills. They network successfully to further such activity by invited
participation in processes, conferences and festivals in all regions of the continent, including the

African Union (AU), and invite others in — a vantage point gained by having an African base.
There being a continuation of the legacy of African trading women is worthy of further study.
The marriage and family life of repatriated womert, to African brothers born and raised on the
continent, may aiso be of gendered sociological mterest.

Perhaps with less idealism and grounding in reality, over time the very concept of repatriation
has garnered different interpretations. As Ras Ikael Tafari discerns, there has been *...the shift
from a millenarianism to... the opening up of new vistas of mass mobilization and power,..’
{Tafari, 2001: 7). For others, it is the shift from a physical to a psychological and cultural return
requiring divine or political intervention (Edmonds, 1998: 31). According to the late Ras Boan-
erges, 4 very influential Patriarch of the Nyahbinghi Oeder:

the Rastaman is not dealing with the mere physical relocation of a particular group
to some part of Africa. His goal is Repatriation, i.c. the overall ‘Ransom of Israel [that
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Rastafari repatriation to Dthiopia

is, the sons and daughters of the black race internationally} by the moral laws of the
Almighty Rastafari, restoring and rightfully returning them to their own national

‘vine and fig tree’ — Africa.
(Tafari, 2001: 314)

Paradoxically, within the acknowledged weakness in meeting Fthiopias immigration require-
ments, there is strength in the continuity of presence that cannot be offered by those who may
regularly need to leave the country in the quest to stay legal. Those who are unable to leave
because they cannot pay the high jmimigration arrears arc among those who serve some of the

es such as Unity in Motion, Without what one may con-~

leadership needs of informal structur
sider the necessary experience in diplomatic or political leadership, they may be late but may
fthe Rastafari Movement, located in:

well be speatheading the political work and aspirations o

the mooted chird, unfolding secular cycle of the late 1980s and 19%0s, where Rastafari
Jlized nucleus of a movement for black macro-political

is starting to become the centr
liberation and repatriation... [when] the objective conditions within the movement
o organize and control their

lare] probably ripe for the Ruastafari as a unified body ¢
mic destiny at both the micro and macro/state level ...
(Tafari, 2001: xo0xi)

political/econo
Indeed, the period of the 1990s saw a resurgence of repatriation, particularly foliowing the
downfall of the Dergue in 1991 and again during the centenary in 1992, of the birth of Tafari
Makonnen.
By 1995-1996, by international effort,
Shashemene Land Grant. It is therefore imp

the firss Niyahbinghi Tabernacle was erected on the
ressed upon visitors to the Nyahbinghi Tabernacle

Center in Shashemene, to be mindful of their behavior as they stand on one of the power spots

of the Black World. Within the boundaries of this power spot, there has been historical conflict
over the legitimacy of representation by one House/Mansion/ Organisation or the other with
the community or by various arms of the government. Much

interventions initiated either by
has been made of these differences but careful scrutiny of archival material at the Nyahbinghi
hbinghi Order have always participated in

Tubernacle Center shows that the Elders of the INya

movemnents towards centralized representation.
Historically, the responsibility of administering the entire Land Grant was that of the Ethiopian

World Federation (EWF), which, by the second decade of the twenty-first century, showed new
legitimacy and popularity. However, nothing on record indicates that the EWE ever administered
the Shashemene Land Grant in the manner intended. The view that residents on the Land Grant
st be members of the organization is contradicted by the fact that non-members have always
come and taken up residence as able. Its constituents make it a legitimate organization, but relations
between it and the Addis Ababa-based EWF legally registered as a non-government organization
{NGO) have been impaired. The registration is a major bone of contention with those for whom
the role of EWF is that of a government within a government. Others see the registration as a

necessary and helpful step. Given the prevailing spirit of Unity in Motion, a cross-section of the

community can be seen at the major social events of the EWF and the Twelve Tribes of Israel
tive entity in the repatriated

whose membership is highest. The only legatly registered representa
community in Shashemene is the Jamaica Rastafari Development Community (IRDC). Issues of
d its influence to wax and wane but it has endured.

een sporadic at best and the community

od itself. Hence, the petition requested

credibility and representativeness have cause
Representation of repatriated Rastafari interests hasb

has not pressed advantage when oppertunity has present

327




Tjahnya Christian

by an Ethiopian parliamentary committee, presenting an opportunity to demand Tegal status in
2012, was not as strongly worded as it couid have been and did not bear the maximum nurnber
of signatures, Also by invitation was the submission of draft text for the government’s Diaspora
policy, which focuses largely on Ethiopians who left the country in the twentieth century in
search of a better life. Repatriated Rastafari seem to have relied primarily on their resource of
unbounded faith. This, combined with a soft power comprising faith, patience and cooperation,
contributes to the community’s resilience. Several had managed to become permanent residents,
but persons who sought such status around 2074 were informed by the Immigration Depart-
ment that a there was a moratorium on the granting of permanent residence,

Rastafari cn the land continue to assert that they are not refugees, people living in exile,
internally displaced persons, the type of investors being attracted or any of the existing legal sta-
tuses. They represent a category that does not officially exist — returning Africans {Owens, 1976;
Christian, 2011; MacLeod, 2014). A former Mayor of Shashemene, Demisse Shito, acknowl-
edged that repatriated Rastafari are different from regular foreigners but:

they are still not Ethiopians. While he recognizes and values the ‘mental and ‘spiricual’
connection Rastafari have co Ethiopia, his comments point to the enormous difficulty
for Rastafari to be fully accepted without government legitimacy. Thus, beyond the
current bureaucratic challenges preventing citizenship, the mayor also presents a per-
ceptual problem created by lack of categorization for Rastafari.

{MacLeod, 2014: 226)

MacLeod sees among the options available to Rastafari settlers, the ethnic identity strategy
and the African Diaspora strategy. The Rastafari Nation may be a problematic concept but what
better time to consider the cultural identity than in the UN Decade for the People of African
Descent. It is a problem for consideration in the discourse on the African Diaspora as cthe 6th
Region of the African Union, for in the return home one is no longer in the Diaspora. It is a
problem for representation from entities such as the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) in
that its citizens, holders of its passports, are demanding to be recognized as Africans/Ethiopians
desirous of leaving that space in which their enslaved ancestors sweated, bled and died. The harsh
realities of Repatriation may lead one to agree that since the 1961 Mission to Africa:

apart from fairly limited achievements of the Tivelve Tribes and the EWFE — no further,
single, concrete development on any scale of significance has come from the brethren
and sistren, the Jamaican government, or for that matter any African government, fol-
lowing this historic reconnection between Africans at home and abroad which would
have sustained or intensified its vital momentum.

{Tafari, 2001: 303)

Conclusion: wielding power with patience
A property will return to its rightful owners even if it takes a thousand yeats,

(Ethiopian proverb)

Neither in Ethiopia where Rastafari have been living on the Shashemene Land Grant for
over 40 years, nor in any other African country has there been ‘., facilitation of the welcomed
return and resettlement of the descendants of enslaved Africans. ..’ envisioned as a reparatory
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meastre in the UN Durban Programme of Action (2001, Section IV: Article 158). The docu-
ment coming out of the United Nations World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimina-
tion, Xenophobia and other forms of intolerance was considered groundbreaking as it was the
fiest government documentation to acknowledge repatriation as part of reparations — though
aeither of these terms was used. Fifteen years after Durban, as the African Union includes the
Diaspora Initiative in its journey of implementing Agenda 2063, and as the UN observes its
Decade for People of African Descent, Caribbean governments have co-opted the reparations
movement and are waging a lukewarm campaign with some level of Rastafari involvement, but
the traditional demand of reparations for repatriation seems diminished,

Meanwhile, on the continent, in December 2016 the Republic of Ghana awarded citizen-
ship to 34 persons from the African Diaspora, some of whom were resident, others who were
acknowledged for various contributions. Many among the Rastafari Nation repatriated to
Fthiopia felt disappointed that Ethiopia had not taken the lead in this regard. Among the new
Ghanaians was Dr. Desta Meghoo, Coordinator of the Afica Unite concert, whose country of
residence is Bthiopia, It is not clear whether these Ghanaians have full citizenship rights like the
generations of those born and bred there. Several years earlier, Bob Marley’s widow, Rita Marley,
had been granted citizenship following many years of residence.

Ras Shango Baku, writer, publisher and member of the Nyahbinghi National Council (UK),
captured the excitement of the new citizenship moment in his emailed notes bearing the subject
line, ‘Free at last! Ghana Grants Citizenship to Diaspora. Afrikans!’

Great day in Accral Wednesday 28th December 2016, Signing of the Diasporan Citi-
zenship Act at the WEB Du Bois Center 1n the presence of outgoing President John
Mahama. Huge gathering in a spacious hall at the Center. At least 400 splendidly
dressed African dignitaries and returnees from the Diaspora. Massive Rastafari pres-
ence adding color, quality and poignancy to the occasion. Songs of Bob Martey fill the
anditorium as the expectant crowd awaits the President’s arrival: Redemption Song,
Africa Unite, Exodus, etc., setting hearts a-flutter as eyes grow misty with historical
remembrance (29 December 2016 21:29).

However, there has been a note of criticism about the process in (Ghana, with claims of elit-
ism in the selection made by the Diaspora Coalition which was established to liaise with the
government and represent the incerest of all Africans from the Diaspora in Ghana. Citizenship
had been conferred on only 34 when there were many more who had been resident for much
longer. A widely circulated email from FEmpress Marina Blake, a well-known Rastafari lawyer
with interests in Ghana, described the downside like this:

On January 19,2017, 2 meeting of the Diaspora Coalition was held in the offices of the
Diaspora Africa Forum (DAF) iocated at the WEB Du Bois Center in Accra, Ghana.
The meeting was well attended, as many people had questions regarding the citizen-
ships granted and what process had been established to facilitate the citizenship of the
' thousands of remaining diasporans. Many people in attendance were disgruntled and

some were outright angry.
(February 5,2017)

Farlier in 2016, Ghana'’s announcement that nationals of other African Union Member
States could obtain visas on arrival caused no stir of excitement among the Rastafari Nation.
Neither did the issue of the African (AU) passport o Heads of Government, Rastafari
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passed away on January 20, 2012, the day after his 95¢h birthday. Apparently, the award vas
never made though plans are afoot to do so posthumously. The intended gesture was Sy~
bolically significant, though,

Meanwhile, the repatriated community in Bthiopia continues to be the soul of DPatience, with
individual frustration manifesting more so than communal anger. The community wields a soft
power that perhaps contributes to the ongoing accommodation of Rastafari, The best exam-
ple of this was the successfir] hosting in 2005 of the iega concert ‘Africa Unite’ to celebrate

famous city-center landmark Meske] Square for a reggae show that attracted an international
audience of some 400,000 (by the highest estimate) reggae snd Rastafari lovers, This would
obviously have had 2 Strong tourism value and economic impact. Some years earlier, when the
préss announced the intention of Bob Marley’s widow to have his mortal remains interred in

unsettled and up to 2017 faced threat of deportation — 4 fate reserved in Ethiopia only for those
who have returned and have been convicted and imprisoned.

protests that began in late 2015, and kept resurging, leading to the declaration of 4 State
of Emergency in October 2016. They have not responded to various socig] tnedia calls for
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_based on ethnic distinction and the

1 be also in contradiction with a national imaginary ..

7 he : attonomy of the federal regions.

was

ym- But the relationship between the imperial throne and the Oromo had not always been con-
Hictual. At the end of the mineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth century, a class of

with young people, called by foreigners the Young Ethiopians ot Young Abyssinians, mainly educated

soft . overseas, who spoke French as a second language, agitated for reform. According to Pankhurst, one

of them, an Oromo named Yilma Deressa from Wallags, thought that the Emperor was educating

am-
rate thern to civilize Ethiopia and declared: "We Young Abyssinians are in duty bound to our country,
the ; we are the bridge that the Emperor has thrown across to Furopean culture. .. * (2010: 131},
onal In the twenty-first century, Shashemene, in addition to cases of conflict over land within the
uld - perimeters of the Land Grant, the cause of hostility expressed on the part of some Rastafari is
the based on the claim that the Oromo fought against His Majesty. The passionate justification for
lin that fight is sunumed up in a personalized account by one of the fighters who took part in the
uly, Ethiopian Revolution of 1974,"... with enthusiasm and hope to seek justice for a people [the
ghi ' Oromo] largely expropriated and marginalized by the imperial political system and admin-
ica, istration’ {Gnamo, 2014: 6). The counterclaim, borne out by Teshale, 1995; Mitkias, 2011 and
uth Mekonnen, 2013 is that Oromo blood could be found in the genealogy of both Haile Selassie
eat i I and his royal consort, Empress Menen. This may have been the rationale for at ieast seven of
her the Land Grant’s well-known personalities, acting on. the principle of ‘by any means 1ECEssary ,
sill ? who seem to have found an alternative path to formally becoming Ethiopian.
e ? They have been resident in Shashemene for varying lengths of time and are known to be
:l affiliated with the Bobo Shanti, Nyahbinghi and the Ethiopian World Federation. In 2016-17,
ed | these individuals, all born in Jamaica, used their creative genius to make a case based on the
tal % sixteenth-century history of a group of Jamaicans originating in Jamma, Werleu, in Ethiopia’s
ie g Oromo Regional State. The partial account is of 20,000 Ethiopian Christians sold first by Arabs
or E to Iraq, then later to Spain and ending up in Jamaica. A photocopied page of part of the story
1is E as documented by an Ethiopian, A. M. Belay, is being circulated in the community by Brother
7. Ayyoono Babu, also known as 1 Priest Itabarica. He is cne of the group of repatriated Rasta-
i farians engaged in a process of ‘Oromofication’ which, by the traditional Oromo Gada system
= (recognized by UNESCO), the *... Abba-Gada liserally “father of the period™ and by court
£t , procedure, enabled them to be issued Oromio names and IDs identifying them as Ethiopian and
m placing them on an alternative path to citizenship. Those holding such IDs have been told that
: they can seek employment without the formerly required work permit. Apparently, the new IDs
m come with the benefit of eligibility to receive ‘carta plans’, giving their holders the authority to
g use lands in a context where land is nationalized. In these and othet ways they are yet to be tried
Is ‘ and tested. However, this phenomenocn supports the argument that:
n
kS People in the 21st century will clairn multiple political and religious identities, to both
n i national and transnational groups. The critical task is to understand the way individuals
I and organizations actually operate across cultures, and the costs and benefits of these

arrangemients. It is to understand how ordinary individuals and organizations ...rede-

fine the boundaries of belonging atong the way.
(Levitt, 2004)

nity have responded with amusement a this development, one

the loyalty of the new Oromos would lie in cases of conflict.
greater slice of the

Though some in the commu

concern is the question of where
The Oromo Nation, the largest in Ethiopia, has been struggling to attain a
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Ethiopian palitical and econemic pie. In this quest, violent protest has erupted, resulting in loss
of life and property damage. A State of Emergency was declared on October 2, 2016 and this
may have impeded outcomes of the most recent engagement between the Ethiopian Ministry
of Foreign Affairs and the repatriated community.

The initiative leading up to the mecting with the Ministry had begun several months earlier,
when on Sunday, May 29, 2016, having presented his credentials a year earlier, Ethiopia’s first
Ambassador to Jamaica, Girma Birru visited the island. The media (Jamaica Observer, the Gleaner,
Ethiopian Herald), reported his acknowledgement of the historical and cultural affinity between
Jamaica and Ethiopia. He further expressed Ethiopia’s desire to strengthen ties in the areas of
tourism, sports, education, culture and trade (The Jamaica Observer, May 31, 2016). Shortly after _
that, on June 12, Ethiopia’s then Minister of Foreign Affairs, Dr. Tedros Adhanom arrived in é
Jamaica for: ‘

an historic two-day official visit — the first by an Ethiopian minister of government —
to boost long-standing relations between the two countries ... [and] seek support for
his country’s bid to become a member of the United Nations Security Council next
year.

{Loop News, June 13, 2016)

It 1s also felt by the repatriated community that the visit of the Minister to the island was ‘
linked to his seeking the Caribbean community’s support for his bid to become head of the ‘
Wortld Health Organization (WHO). Members of the community quietly reasoned among
themselves, raising the concept of reciprocity. The whisper may have been heard in the corri-
dors of power as in July 2016, representatives of the community were invited to a meeting with
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, initiated by the latter. More likely it was the reminder from the
government and people in Jamaica about regularizing the status of Jamaicans and other Carib-
bean nationals living in Ethiopia as repatriated persons. The invitation to the meeting was issued
to the Jamaica Rastafari Development Community JRDC), which then ensured the inclusion ;
of representation from the Nyahbinghi Order and the Ethiopian World Federation (EWE) in
Shashemene. Ras R euben Kush, even before that historic meeting, saw through the nuances and
was moved to remark, “We're here to stay. We haven’t been kicked out of Ethiopia after all these
years, that means we are accepted, (Bould, 2015). One ocutcome of the meeting with the Foreign
Ministry, was the formation of a representative task force to work out the details of granting
permanent residence to members of the repatrizted community.

While that seemed a significant step in the process of that long desired goal, expressed in the
passionate cry,‘No Migration, Repatriation!” the aftermath was marked by a competitive air in
the behavior of both the JRDC and EWE The former had begun a process requiring all appli- |
cants for legal status to take membership with them. However, at a community meeting called
by the EWF in March 2017, several persons expressed dissatisfaction with what seemed like
forced membership. The community maturely anticipated the charge of an administration fee
to meet expenses and proposed that Shashemene’ representation be formally strengthened to
include the Nyzhbinghi representative who had participated in the meeting with the Minister of '
Foreign Affairs. The community also advised the EWT that the local tearn of five should follow
up with the government’s team of five and that the former should convene the next meeting
instead of cither the JRDC or the EWE However, the JRDC had already submitted over 100
applications through its lawyer, and the EWF continues to liaise with various officials and to call
community meetings, but at the time of writing there was no alternative process on offer. Up
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to mid-April 2017, the EWF to the community that among the gains obrained, was an amnesty

for those with outstanding imrmigration arrears.
It is not yet clear how the change in legal status will affect those who remain desirous of

repatriation to Ethiopia, but hopefully Ethiopia’s long-awaited gesture will reverberate in other
countries where there are settlements of returning Africans. After all, though this is another cen-
tury, the case remains, as it did over fifty years ago, that ‘in a real sense, our continent is unmade;
it still awaits its creation and its creators’ (Haile Selassie I, 1963).

Man is respected in his native land.
(Ethiopian proverb)
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