Rastawoman as Rebel:

Case Studies in Jamaica

IMANI M. TAFARI-AMA

ow do you remain committed to a movement where male domination is so strong?
Don’t you pose a serious threat to patriarchy within Rastafari?” some cynics ask. My
;isual retort is that I-an-I remain committed to Rastafari because it is more than having
relationship with a man; it is about having an identity, seeing the Almighty in oneself
and experiencing a fusion with that One. It is about sharing a cosmic consciousness, ex-
loring spirituality, and finding my holistic self-realization, which is at once a creative
- and re-creative process. It is the authentication of myself as a black queen, with no
apologies to the norms and ideology of Babylon.

Without a doubt, Rastafari is a patriarchal movement.! However, as with all social
systems, Rastafari has, over the years, experienced dynamic shifts in gender power re-
lations as a result of females revisiting their own self-definitions, juxtaposed against des-
ignations ascribed by males who created the movement. Rastafarian scholars Carole
Yawney? and Maureen Rowe perceive a possible “conjunct” between gender relations
that operate in the wider society and those within Rastafari. Rowe, one of the female
intellectuals within Rastafari, further intimates that the close alliance between Rastafari
doctrines and the teachings of the Bible, particularly of the Old Testament, guarantees
androcentric interpretations of male-female roles within the family and in relation to
the wider society. Rowe traces the evolution of the Rastafari woman from the 1960s
through the early 1980s and says that “198c was significant for daughters® [because]
the issue of daughters and their abilities and place in Rastafari was raised. . . . 'The
Brethren reiterated their love for the daughters and that the man is the head.”*

The inclusion of my reflections in a reader on Rastafari might be one means of con-
tinuing a conversation that actually began, informally, in 1979 with my own realization
of Rastafari. Further, the conversations and testimonies that I record in this chapter may
be seen as valid in and of themselves. They provide the critical self-analyses and mech-
anisms for healing and growth at an individual level. But more important, the rebel
voices that echo in these pages may provide a catalyst for deeper interaction within the
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wider Rastafari community. My literary “reasoning”S explores the role of Woman iy
Rastafari from a gender perspective. To arrive at a greater “overstanding”6 of wop,
it is necessary for a female to ascertain the perspective of her significant others, who, jj
the case of the Rastawoman, are the Rastafari man and the “youth” (child/childrep)
The stercotypes of maleness and femaleness that converge and diverge in society are mips
rored “close up” in Rastafari’s elongated traditional values, which are preparing to gi

way to the dawn of a new era. This dawn is hastened by the awakening consciousn
of the “sistren,” the sometimes silent rebels.”

The Rebel Woman Tradition

queen, Jamaica’s only female national hero, who led her guerrilla army against the
British marauders, whom she defeated with amazing regularity. So effective wese ¢
Maroons under Nanny that the British failed to infiltrate the freedom fighters® camp and
were thwarted by the Maroons until they agreed to a treaty in 1739. The Rastafarians
regard themselves as inheritors of the Maroons’ freedom-fighting tradition, and the
Rastafari woman is appropriately characterized as a “lioness,” positioning rebel womap
against the Babylon system.? Of course, for this lionhearted queen to choose to coms
herself to an acknowledged patriarchal movement is an apparent contradiction. Suc
allegiance is absolutely incomprehensible unless one bears in mind the spiritual trans
formation of one’s life through Rastafari and all the other positive impacts that beinga
part of the Rastafari family entails. ‘ 1
The issue of the brethren’s attitude toward women was raised officially in 1981
within the context of a “Bingi,”20 or celebration. Eight years later, in the research pro
ject on “Gender Relations in Rastafari” that I facilitated,™ the questions from sistre
were more clearly defined and deliberate. The sistren demanded more specific €

tive for female autonomy. For brethren and sistren to be meeting at the headquart
of Sistren Theater Collective (STC), the women’s organization concerned with
analysis of working women’s lives, was unprecedented in the mid- to late T 980s, to s
the least. Extending the scope of Rastafari’s social considerations, STC supported
attempt by Rasta brethren and sistren to clarify gender issues related to ideology,
uality, roles, and image. And for Rastafar; to be probing these issues within the
of a feminist organization was doubly significant for the impact the process had on cof
fronting stereotypes associated with wo en’s struggles for the realization of perso 4
power. ‘ ' '

Due to women’s own aggressive response to conventional classifications of femal
roles and responsibilities, these stereotypes are quickly being eroded. In 1985, Maureg
Rowe observed that the 1970s saw evidence of daughters challenging the 1
strictive dress codes and demonstrating assertive attitudes: “Daughters are speaking O
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more and more about their concerns and their hopes. Even more important, daughters
had begun to articulate their own perception of Rastafari. More and more daughters
were beginning to reason together and this created a solid base from which to approach
the society in general and the Rastafari community in particular,”13

The changes evident in the wider society are also currently being echoed in the voices
of resistance to patriarchal norms in Rastafari, This profile of the Rastafari woman as
rebel is located along a continuum that originates in traditional acceptance of male dom-
inance and moves to a contemporary questioning of male-designated role definitions
and an affirmation of independence. Some theorists hold that within the context of do-
mestic organization, a nexus exists between males’ diminishing ability to act as bread-
winners and increasing female autonomy within the faith. This lessening of male con-
trol over women has implications for the traditional hierarchyl that has informed the
ideology and reinforces a renewed consideration of the Rastafari woman’s role as rebel
against Babylon and within the parameters of her faith,

Domestic arrangements are critically important to power relations that exist between
brethren and sistren in Rastafari. The various household formations that encourage the
woman to live independent of male authority inadvertently challenge males’ abilities to
enforce the concept of men being the household heads. Recently published figures from
the Statistical Institute of Jamaica reveal thar WOIIen comprise just over 45 percent of
household heads in Jamaica and 5T percent of the urban population.’s This social fact
has relevance for the Rastafari community: if the majority of sistren are heads of their
households, less chance exists for a man to be their head.

Most sisters come to a knowledge of Rastafari through a relationship with a Rasta-
fari man. While this relationship is maintained in some cases, “breakdowns” occur that
sometimes result in disenchantment with the “livity” (strict Rastafarian lifestyle). By
contrast, Rastawoman' often emerge from such painful experiences stronger in their
faith in Rastafari but conjugally alone, and less accepting of the “humble” role defined
by the brethren as ideal for the Rastafari woman.

The Rastafari woman rejects the status quo that characterizes fundamental institu-
tions of society. For example, the metaphor of self as object is categorically rejected;
it is the subliminal norm pounding out of television, billboards, posters, calendars,
and like media of mass communication, consistently treating women as commodities
or mere stimuli for the commercialization of goods and services. This lionhearted re-
sponse to the systemic inhibitors of self-actualization in Babylon is not without Its in-
ternal contradictions. On the one hand, the livity of Rastafari is designed to ensure a
healthier way of living because of the emphasis placed on things natural, or “ital.”
On the other hand, encouragement of natural practices in spheres such as that of sex-
uality raises challenges: procreation may not be desired every time one is fertile, and
as one informant, Nefertiti, suggested, the protection from risks—for example, vene-
real diseases—is critically important to woman. Sistren also pose the question of
whether the Judaic principles from which much of Rastafari’s patriarchal ideology de-
rives are currently proving inappropriate for the self-definition and independence of
females.
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Patriarchy: Panacea of Painful Piil?

queen and offspring in domestic affairs.

This male domestic competence and responsibility is one significant way in which
Rastafari males counter the general “normlessness” of male irresponsibility to the fam-
ily in Jamaican society. The Rastaman s then likely to take care of children, cooking,
and performing associated family responsibilities. But the man’s role as head in Rasta-
fari is described in economic terms, with no valge being ascribed to the other domestic
contributions that he makes in the household, Without financial independence, men are

perceived as incompetent, This contributes to the pitting of the genders against each
other with reference to ECONOMmIC issucs.

> @ tripling of the custom noted in the

Bible.”20 The biblical text in Leviticus says, “And if a woman have an issue and her issue

in her flesh be blood she shall be put apart seven days: and whosoever toucheth her shall
be unclean until the evening” (Leviticus 1 5:x9 Kjv). Bobo Shans princesses and empresses
in the age range between puberty and menopause are required to remain “in house” dur-
ing the separation period, along with young children and othey “polluted.”
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srding to Newland, some Bobo priests argue that the biblical injunction also
to men. They quote Leviticus 15:2, which says, “When any man hath an issue

nslation nto £ his flesh, because of his issue he is unclean. . . . And when he that hath an is-
een hi - _ cleansed of his issue, then he shall number to himself seven days for his cleans-
en lerarchjc S and wash his clothes, and bathe his flesh in running water and be clean” (xv).

.‘Iand witnessed Bobo priests who claimed that they were ineligible to enter the
ernacle because they had bruised a finger from gathering coconuts. He reported
some priests even claimed they could not enter the tabernacle because they had
2 wet dream.

Newland thinks that baving to spend three weeks in almost complete social isolation
robably designed to discourage the woman from entering the camp or to prove that
men are better than women in the worship of Jah. He conjectures, “Apart from being
a period of spiritual purification, the twenty-one day principle, in theory, allows the
woman time for her own productive activities and her intellectual and spiritual growth.
This principle will never, I think, be favorably viewed from within the paradigms of
“modern gender role differentiation and modern hygiene.”21

To suggest that becanse males are penalized for any emissions they might experience,
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" €0 the fam. the separation observances might just be coincidental, based on a biblical teaching, is
m’,cookﬂ’& tempting. However, the multiplication of the sistren’s in-house period is excessive and
'd in Rasts. smacks of patriarchal control. During this period, the woman simply receives food from
er domestic her Kingman, passed through a small “aperture” from which she might glimpse him
©€; men are fleetingly. Sistren from this mansion have told me that to compound the situation, older

7, ] . - 13 - .
sanst each sistren tend to be even more rigid than some males in enforcing the taboos, an example

of internalization of or collusion with oppression. One sistren informant, M. Silver, re-

DVar‘xatigns marked, “I'm remembering other instances where brethfen have defined us as inferior
“atnarchal and where we’ve demonstrated how we have internalized this umposed inferiority by our
21;‘3 man- silence.”2? 'The question is raised of whether this attitude renders women incapable of
" which economic independence. ‘
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ed as the £ 3 An important outcome of the Rastafari woman’s conversion is the cultural freedom that
foversial she experiences through a deeper understanding of Jah and of the tenets of Rastafari.
-lent Ju- E 3 The liberation from Babylon, expressed in the growth of locks, is one of the principal
Woman E | Statements against the abnormal processing standards of Babylon that emerges from the
Hp have 3 self-realization that the Rastawoman experiences on “sighting up.”?? This is balanced
1in the by the Black-centered ideology of the livity. Her self-identification as a lioness is ideally

2 issue b complemented by union with a lion man to produce their young replications. Sistren
:r shall | have also been attracted to the livity of Rastafari for 2 number of other reasons. Fore-
1“ csses most is their intimate association with a Rastafari man, which mvariably leads to their

dur- “sighting Rastafari.” Some of the sisters have taken their teachings so well that they end

up performing their own spiritual leadership roles, both outside and within their rela-
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tionships. This success extends to the material realm, in which the man may be unabe
to manage domestic affairs. :

That women have been able to achieve through self-sacrifice and soul-searching s -
attested by David, an informant who describes himself as an “independent Rastafari»
(not affiliated to any particular house). He reflected on woman’s progress through

Rastafari, within the context of the paradox presented by the tradition of females roleg
being prescribed by the brethren:

Before the late seventies, to the eighties, I did not meet any Rasta woman who could carry
my head any further. In the r960s it was only the street women who would deal with Rasta.
In the seventies a new order of consciousness emerged with the release of the seven spirits of
Light, Darkness and Knowledge. In the seventies, there was an influx of middle w(il‘z}‘_wen
into Rasta, ninety-five percent of whom were involved with 2 Rasta man. A Rastafari be-
came more socially acceptable, most were attracted to the natural lifestyle.?*

Bro. Moses, a long-standing participant in the Rastafari livity (of the Nyabinghi
House}, was lofty in his explanation of the royal role of sistren who were nevertheless
restricted by a gender division of responsibility, which he described in terms of the be-
havioral responses of His Imperial Majesty Haile Selassie I: “His Majesty elevated sis-
ters to the highest level, to the level where him queen was crowned the same day with
him, but you would never find the empress chairing a function if His Majesty was there,
once he is there, he is the automatic chairman.”?5 Informant Esther’s responses in the
recent research exercise articulate an acceptance of a traditional definition of roles as
recommended by Bro. Moses: “Jah is the head of everything; Jah is the head of man.
And that can be man or woman as far as 'm concerned. I would love it if in my house-
hold the man has the chance to be the head, to carry the load, to take care of things, be
a leader and all of that as a man. If he is playing that part I don’t mind being the woman
under him. But if a man is not playing these roles then you as a woman have to come
up front and play the role, under Jah.” '

Esther’s Kingman defaulted on male responsibilities as head of the household, par-
ticularly in terms of financial responsibilities, and this galvanized her into a dominant
role that she would rather not assume. Her comfort with the possibility of being in a
subordinate position in relation to her man, providing he could assume the role of head
{which is interpreted chiefly in breadwinning terms), is nevertheless interesting. This
speaks to the sentiment many woman express in Rastafari of not necessarily wanting to
perform the role of “superwoman.” Self-employment alternatives usually do not pro-
vide monetary returns viable for maintaining a household that includes spouse and chil-
dren. The frustration that results is not only for the sistren, who fails to receive the sup-
port contained in her prenuptial expectations, but also for the whole family, on whom
the classic “domino effect” impacts. The woman is depressed; the youth is materially
and socially deprived; and the self-esteem of the male is guaranteed to be vulnerable un-
der such circumstances, unless he manipulates the situation to his advantage.

Bro. Moses’ definition of the woman’s role demonstrates a decided divide in intellec-
tual and spiritual capabilities that gives the man the advantage: “The dawta26 have her
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. 1in tradition. She as the quiet warrior; she must be that balance. Her mind has
en more analytical than the king because him always going. But she can slow it
‘ alyze it and correct him, perk him up sometimes and show him seh maybe

d an )
o that we can get a better result than if we do this. She must be that little brain

hat is always working.”
what happens when the woman wants to be the one who is “going”? What is her
. of succor, her “balm in Gilead”? The passionate answer to this question came
. Sheba, a queen in her mid-fifties who does not, by any means, subscribe to the
typical definitions of passivity and fecundity that traditionally have been applied
the Rastafari woman: “I am a person. Not because I am 2 woman anyone going to
that they can beat me down. More time, lioness more terrible than lion in the jun-
gle. Without a woman a brethren is nowhere. Is woman do the planning and fixing. She
come up with ideas and him come up with strength and finance. Some brethren only
want to reason up with them brethren and not them queen but dem soon find out dat
' dem don’t reach nowhere.” As to the source of her strength, Sheba is uncompromising
in her reliance on faith in His Imperial Majesty for spiritual sustenance: “I highlight His
Imperial Majesty, Haile Selassie I, and the good that Jah has done for I-an-1. I believe
in my Father dat if I don’t have any money and I go down on my knees, I get that. I
speak with authority! [ as his daughter have to stand and defend that I-an-I know HiM
never dead.”

As an early pioneer in Rastafari and the only woman among the brethren in her
group, Sheba’s role was to attend to domestic requirements of the brethren—such as
washing and cooking—which, she admitted, was hard work. She hastened to add,
however, “Being in Fthiopia made me feel so free, so renewed, that I didn’t feel it. It
was worth it.” She would not play that role again “because it was a burden,” she said,
although she expressed willingness to “help out any needy one.” Sheba’s experience
as “helpmeet” to the pioneering males is a story common to individual sistren, as well
as sistren who, traditionally, formed the minority in Rastafari retreat communities in
the hills or remote rural areas. Her domestic role was decided by all the rwelve
brethren who took advantage of her generosity. Her reflection that she would not ac-
quiesce to such subtle coercion in the future represents an incipient consciousness
growing among sistren, as male-defined roles for females are challenged on domestic
and other fronts.
| Sheba’s strong spirit of independence and confessed relationship with His Imperial
Majesty, Jah Rastafari, render redundant an intercessory role by brethren on her behalf.
In other words, Queen Sheba’s defiant responses suggest that a sistren does not strictly
require a male’s intervention for personal or spiritual validation. This position is a di-
rect challenge to the notion of man as head of woman. But manifestations of patriarchy
in Rastafari, or indeed, in the society as a whole, should not be analyzed monolithically;
the possibility exists of males and females cffecting bargains with a system that offers
some succor. Women’s strategies are always played out in the context of identifiable pa-
triarchal bargains, which act as implicit scripts that define, limit, and inflect their mar-

ket and domestic options.?’

S
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Shifting Scales of Power

Is the Rastaman, like males in the wider society, being marginalized as women au-
tonomously advance, as Errof Miller of Jamaica’s Teachers College suggestedp28 One
of my informants, Anijah, thinks so. She anticipates that the sistren’s inevitable 44
sumption of more egalitarjan roles with brethren, whom the sistren may even supersede
n power, will not be happily received by males: “When you start challenging the norm
of the system within Rastafari culture youare i for a tremendous - - spiritual and emg. "
tional battle. When you have a woman speaking out for change, people say, “You a §
gwaan like you are himportant.”29 Byt if you are persistent, you will gain respect; the
opposition will give . . . and keep on giving.” Anijah continued: :

R

e A O

o
I+
=
[g’]
g
~
5
juu]
=
j=5
!
o
g
B
=]
w
5
o
Qo
o
)
j=
g
8
(=]
=
@
Lo
o
i
5
L]
S
7
Q
=

> they would, with the determination of undaunted faith in Jah Rastafari. Anij.
jah reflected that an irresistible trend of change js taking place in Rastafari, much as has
occurred in the wider (Babylonian) society: “A lot of women are becoming more aware

Iockmg her own sounds We 3
§' shouldn’t want to stultify the talent of our very hard working sisters. But [ have seenin E
i a lot of cases sisterg 80 out there and make 2 name for themselves and get 5o big thar :
l the man can’t speak to her too tough. It’s like she 4 comp ith him, It’ F ' 2::
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‘The
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competing with the Rastaman, An ha, argued that change ;::
is necessary, since “3 lot of brethren are arrogant in the home, but when they are on the of 1]

street, they go on humble just to preserve their image.” Meesha’s outspokenness leads
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to an astute analysis of the fear that informs the restraint that is traditionally required
b'f the Rastawoman: “I see too often that Rasta women, because they are not well edu-
cated and they have a lot of children, they don’t have the‘ power that they should have.
To be honest, there are a lot of problems in Rasta, it’s just that we dor’t talk about i,
And it must stem with the elders, because when you come to Rasta young and fresh with
the love of His Majesty burning in you, you come to learn, and that is what has been
happening, but the elders don’t always have the right answers.”

Casting her vision toward the future and onto her own womanhood, Meesha does
not see herself following in the “humble” footsteps of her female forerunners. She en-
visions a more autonomous role for herself than she has at present. A shift in the bal-
ance of power between the genders is being precipitated by sistren’s challenging of role
determinations that are male-constructed and that do not represent woman’s current
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e hff-ad choices. This shift in gender power relations, which is not unique to Rastafari but rep-
1‘: ifgséfj resents a trend of the past two hundred years,? has threatening surviva_l implications,
he head of not only for blrethren but for sistren as well. An angry male backlash against the female
n going to is not impossible under certain circumstances.

tselessly set Survival Strategies in the Family

ting power ,

tafari. Anj- T On the question of financial survival strategies, one research respondent, Candace, ob-
wich as hag | served that “most Rastaman don’t seem to have it [money]. So, if you are an indepen-
lore aware 2 dent woman, you will find that they tean on you financially. Maybe I attract it too be-
“are] hap- k| cause I make no demands in a relationship. In fact, I don’t ask for any particular
7omen are 1 outcome.” She confessed, “I just know that I want to experience a deeper side of my-
d what to ' self, reflected through a male.”

: : In response to this evidence of manipulation, Meesha, our young advocate for re-
reas, but . forms within the livity, suggested that rather than depending on sistren’s earning power
initial re- or focusing on subsistence forms of survival, “brethren should reconsider” avoiding
tance has professions such as law and medicine because “the sistren can’t really believe in the

the sub- brethren’s authority when he has no money and they have children to look after.” Fur-
inges are . ther, she felt that it was contradictory for the brethren to be denying sistren indepen-
> the de- b dence while relying on the woman’s resources for survival, Meesha added, “T feel the
wnds. We - brethren should not be content to have a craft shop or an ital shop. We can’t ignore the
€ seen in value of taking advantage of opportunities which exist in the Babylon system.”

big that Bro. Moses had no sympathy for the man who was unable to maintain his role as

W a ma- ] breadwinner; he was impatient with rationalizations about the impediments to eco-
nomic independence. “If a man make the woman become the breadwinner, then he is

Sk

iistren’s not a king; he is not a man. That man is a weak man; he has conceded his manhood.
eted as 4 The man should be creative about dealing with Babylon . . . lick down?? barriers, go
change i ' ‘round barriers,” to find other ways to survive. These views show that, in Rastafari, a
‘on the 32 divide exists between the ideal of brethren performing in the role of breadwinner/head

s leads of the household and the reality that this obligation is the females’ responsibility.
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Sexuality in Rastafari

In Rastafari the arena of sexuality is fertile ground for the application of normative cop.
trol of females. Sistren internalize traditional roles of woman as servant. But my owy
experience with the Bobo Shanti commune convinced me that I would not choose to be
subjected to such severe sanctioning of my sexuality. As a Rastafari journalist-
researcher, Thad my encounter with the Bobo Shanti principles when I visited Bobo Camp

rassed and offended when they pried into our personal lives and asked us when was the
last time that we had seen our menstrual period. They determined that Sister M. was
unclean and not permitted to enter the camp, because of the positioning of her chart
that day in relation to her menstrual cycle 33

Another informant, Sister Nzinga, was adamant about taking steps to control her
Own procreation process, in spite of the passionate pleas of her Kingman. She said:

Control of sexuality has implications not only for one’s material concerns but for
one’s spiritual endeavors as well. Avoidance of sexual intercourse has been promoted
by brethren who saw woman as embodying many taboos and therefore polluting.3+ In-

terestingly, celibacy is proposed by Queen Sheba as a means of maintaining spiritual

xual-

“I'know Rasta men [ove to go to bed and

the woman should think about the responsibility

and whether she can manage it becanse she ends up doing a lot of the work. If 2 Ras-

taman is going to tell me that I should have so many children for him without me first
agreeing, then he will just have to g0.”

Sister Abeba, an interviewee, drew a direct correlation between female sexual acqui-
escence and male application of behaviors of power and control. This moment, she felt,
identifted the climax of a relationship and was the potential portent of its ultimate
demise, This selt-styled Ethiopian princess said, “Fom mi see seh dem [males] naw deal

wid nutten, mi tell dem pack up and gwaan.33 Before you had sex with dem, dem sweet,
SWeet, sweet to yuh, but from the moment dem get dat, dem want to control you, tell
you what to do, where to go, and hall of dat.”
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When someone at the 1988 workshop, mentioned above, suggested that tubal liga-
tion could be explored as an alternative method of birth control,* many “ones” were
shocked. On the one hand, the contemplation of birth control use is taboo in Rastafari,
and on the other, the finality of the act of tubal ligation bordered on the sinful, almost
like abortion. The admission from one sistren that she was wearing a coil might be as
shocking ten years later. But there is nothing new under the sun. African women have
always devised means of birth control. On the continent, the common knowledge was
retained through many generations and in many forms, including the use of papaya
seeds as one pro-active, preventative method in slave population control. The knowl-
edge that African women have passed on through generations37 is calturally reinforc-
ing; in many cases, knowledge about female sexuality is passed on among females to the
exclusion of males, and vice versa. The problem, as Meesha sees it, 1s that Rastaman
love to go to bed {i.e., have sex) and invariably eschew the use or accept their partner’s
use of birth control methods. The underlying agenda “to have a youth” (a baby) is more
rather than less common.

In the final analysis, there is a correspondence between the efforts that sistren are
making to rebel against the restriction caused by her chains and the historical struggles
that the ancestral Africans waged against all forms of oppression. But to rebel against
oppressive structures and values of the Babylon system and, at the same time, to inter-
nalize norms within the livity that militate against one’s achieving a pragmatic defini-
tion of autonomy is contradictory. Sistren’s response to this area of conflict has direct
implications for the future of Rastafari.

Domestic Violence

Physical abuse is another taboo issue in Rastafari; it is spoken of in hushed tones, if ever
at all (as is the case in Christianity). 1 might even be considered irreverent for mention-
ing it in writing. I am convinced, however, that facing the fact of domestic violence
through discourse is one step on the path to dealing with the symptoms and resolving
the problem.

Without making a precise statistical claim, we can readily acknowledge that the inci-
dence of domestic violence in Jamaican society is extraordinarily high and is on the rise.
Currently, it accounts for almost half the murders committed in the country. Again, we
observe an instance of collusion between the Babylon system and gender relations in
Rastafari. As much as Rastafari would like to separate itself from the exigencies of the
Babylon system, there is no escaping the fact that individuals are products of their his-
tory and socialization in Babylon. Someone who is preconditioned to perpetrate vio-
lence against another will do s0, despite religious or other persuasions.

Informant Nefertiti admitted to having several times endured the painful experience
of physical abuse at the hands of her Kingman, for whom she has mothered many chil-
dren; she started conceiving from a very early age. She expressed some bitterness at the
fact that she also does not get the financial support she needs for herself and the chil-
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Nefertiti had strong views on the soldierlike role that sisters b
when they are concerned about not abandoning the faith j
tionship disappointments, She observed, moreover,
stricted to Rastafari. “I’s 4 Jamaican Caribbean m
a Ras from the eastern Caribbean, where males are reputedly more gentle than the ag-
gressive Jamaicans {although this myth might defy empirical research), disgustedly de.
nounced domestic violence in general and its manifestations in Rastafari in particular,

The attempt to deny the existence of domestic violence in order to protect the holy
image of Rastafari is not likely to contribute meaningfully to the application of effec.
tive response management to ensure that sistren and brethren do not perpetuate this in-
sidious form of self-annihilation, which smacks of psychic preprogramming.
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Is Childrearing Only for the Female?

ause women bear children, socie

Bec ty has automaticaily deemed them responsible for
the rearing of the children as well.

Men are perceived to be peripheral to this process;
they help out when they can or if they fee! like doing so. Not being able to abdicate their

responsibilities without jeopardizing the health of the youth, the majority of working-
class women3® bear the lioness’s share of this area of domestic work. As informant
David noted, the role of socializing the youth is crucial in determining the direction in
which the individua] and, eventuaily, the socia) group advances: “The woman is tradi-
tionally to nurse and feed the youths and be humble because they
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way they did and cream [their hair] and ail of that, I am 4 grandmother too, so me see
the effect of upbringing on children.”

In addition to child care, the job of caring for the elderly js also, invariably, seen as a
female’s task. Five years after repatriating to Ethiopia, Queen Sheba was required to re-

lay as Rastafari turn to Jamaica to care for her ailing mother. This responsibility came to dominate

fPEIS(?ﬂaI rela- | many years of her life; it was literally a reversal of roles and status.

Jmen 1s not pe. E 3 Anijah, who is 2 mother “many times over,” acknowledged that women have always
- King Shacka, S been responsible for the discipline, training, and general rearing of the children. She is
I.e than the 2g- also keen in her observations of the options available to her progeny and their peers, ag
1fsgustedly de- F they contemplate the viability of replicating the Rastafari livity. She said they do not
m particular, E 3 find poverty attractive and so are contemplating trodding the Babylon road to achieve
e the holy = professional qualifications.

1tion of effec- F As far as the process of childrearing is concerned, the bottom line seems to be that ef-
etuate this jn. & fective management of this area of social responsibility is predicated on the parents shar-
ng. '_ ing the responsibility involved. This means that fathers should contribute their time and

energies, as well as finances, to the upbringing of their offspring. A prerequisite for ap-
propriate parenting has also been identified as financial solvency, which, according to
s Anijah, is being demanded by the youth. Coping with the dramatic changes in outlook
' being exhibited by their youth undoubtedly has presented a tremendous challenge to

iponsible for third-generation Rastafari. Both are forced to come to terms with the contradictions
this Process; E: that characterize their lives as they grapple with Babylon system and a way of life that
bdicate their 3 is still evolving, but not in their interest.

of working- The best that Rastafari parents can hope to do is “roll with the punches,” with strong
$ informant ' ; doses of domestic and financial creativity to ensure the proper care and education of the

direction in
lan is tradi-
s a brighter

youth so that they may be equipped to face the challenges presented to them as inheri-
tors of the livity’s struggle. The grim alternative to equal parental responsibility is that
the youth might abandon the framework of the livity altogether, They may, like Nefer-

A A

‘sistren rise ] titi’s children, come to process their hair (the ultimate act of denial of one’s natural,
ervent and ‘ : African self and beauty), thus denying everything that their parents stand for.

man’s role ;

rpetuated. E Classism and Sexuality in Rastafari

\atriarchal

Meesha’s « My informant Anijah hesitated to put a namme to it but eventually admitted that social
dtent ag it cleavages exist in Rastafari, as within any other institution of the Jamaican society. She g
informed k- recognized that attitudinal differences are evident among sistren—who should by no ;
he saw a5 means be regarded as a homogeneous entity—with regard to their perceptions of mate- &
i that she E | rial possessions or the lack thereof:

was spo-

Some Rasta women will tell you dat mi naw deal wid Babylon situation none t°al]! They look
at non-Rasta women in a negative light, almost. Some think you have to be very aggressive.
Some think you are not supposed to be neat say in your dressing. Those ones have the view

I strong that you are not supposed to look fashionable and, moreover, sodern. 1 think, though, that
gone the i you live in a society and if you can’t beat *em, you have to join em to some extent. Rasta is -

ntly have
locks as
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Informant Nzinga’s struggle to find the right
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identify him as her son-in-lavy, T

f him was a Rasta with high school standing, my relatives
would not object so strongly., .
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can’t help thinking about the importanee of his poverty,
‘The importance of class, as defined by Anijah, is directly related to engagement with
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 in order to bear an impression of grace and dignity. This form of self-presentation com-

munication, as the sistren suggested, acts as a means of exploding the stereotype that
would cast Rastafari as social outcasts, dirty and unkempt.

As Anijah and Meesha suggest, easing into traditional professions is being suggested
as a strategy that youth in Rastafari should employ to beat the Babylon system down.
This privilege will be available only to a few. The socioeconomic status of the majority
of Rastafari adherents combined with the scarring prejudices that still haunt members
of the livity constitute a self-fulfilling prophecy that militates against the majority ac-
cessing quality primary school education. Still, it is inevitable that some will attain a
profession and be competent to confront the Babylon system on familiar territory.

Numerous class issues are bound up in Nzinga’s dilemma. She is caught at the cross-
roads between her expectations for a conjugal relationship and for herself, the one
whom she has chosen to be. This confusion stems as much from her upbringing as
from her vulnerability to her mother’s disapproval of her choice of mate. Nzinga’s
search for a marriage that would offer her stability and security enacts a value that is
presented by the churches and the state as a solution to the woman’s as well as soci-
ety’s problems. It was, in fact, a solution recommended by the Moyne Commission®®
after the 1938 riots in Jamaica—-that an increase in marriages act as a social healer.
For African women in Jamaica, marriage has always been viewed as an institution that
competes with their independence, and the Moyne Commision’s marriage campaign
was resisted accordingly, Many marriages are therefore consummated late in the re-
lationship.

Nzinga’s self-esteem can be considered low for her to require the status of being mar-
ried to validate her existence as a woman, and also for her to find it so difficult to ex-
tricate herself from a situation that, by her own admission, she should not have chosen.
One might also suggest that the intrusion of the mother’s values regarding who consti-
tutes a suitable son-in-law is permissible because Nzinga actually shares her mother’s
class position and perspectives. This response seems to speak to Nzinga’s identity as a
woman in general, rather than as a Rastafari woman as such. Girls in Jamaica are so-
cialized early to become “marriage material.” Home, school, and social values and in-
stitutions prepare the way for a girl to be found by a “nice guy.” She has to g0 to great
pains to attract his attention and keep him interested. Nzinga’s desire for marriage is
rooted in personal insecurity and the expectation that marriage will fill her void. The fly
in the ointment, however, is that the rescuing knight—or “correction king”—is not
made to order. The fact that he could be provider is an asset that is not offset by his in-
eligibility to be admitted into certain social circles.

One does not quite abandon one’s socialization on sighting up; values imprinted from
early in one’s conscious and unconscious development remain with one for life. Adult
Rastafari are, therefore, acting out roles taught from childhood. Everyone has an
agenda. the Kingman is relying on his Queen’s proven productive capacity to provide
him with Rastafari youths in his own image. Nzinga’s intelligence guarantees that the
children will be exposed to learning that her Kingman was denied. Her presence in his
life in a remote rural village greatly enhances his prestige. Nzinga likes his sirnple gal-

et
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lantry, which is demonstrated in 4 uniquel

y “primitive” way {in the primordially posi-
tive interpretation of the term) '

In this discussion on the Rastafari woman as “rebel with a cause,”
to employ the concept of gender as an appropriate tool of analysis, T

Fan-T was obligeq
his has allowed yg 3
d in the articulatioy

aming control over
their queens through the reinforcement of a hierarchy of “man as the head.” This head- A
ship is usually expressed in financial terms of reference, but the definition is null and '
void wnless it is substantiated by the physical fulfillment of this role. In addition, head-

ship suggests an application of authority that, by extension, requires wives to submit o 8
2 . . i . . i . terl:
i their husbands (Ephesians §:22). Paradoxically, the social organization of famaican !
5 households, including those of Rastafari, is heavily biased toward female headship, 31‘
g which militates against the enforcement of certain male ideological norms. o
§ Financial responsibility, or irresponsibility, in the household has implications for the 2
:,.? way children are brought up. Role models are mandatory for the development of posi- Car
4 tive self and other concepts. The nuclear organization that, in spite of the contradictory 3
.4 agenda, informed the definition of an alleged remedy for social ills is referred to as the wor
ideal family order. However, as Bro. Moses, Nefertiti, and Anijah point out, this ideal 4
does not always correlate with reality. The issue of financial capability has even more anj
€
unc
» theirs should be the ultimate decision regarding procreation :
Domestic violence has left scars on Rastafari just as it has left a trail of pain through i
the wider society. Sistren will have to fight this form of oppression and abuse while they §
chant down Babylon and procure their full autonomy. Ca:
The issue of class differentiation g also important to the study of woman’s roles in S
Rastafari. The voices of the youth have sugg, the
3
Ny
> 2l
I =3 . ] Ca:
ghettoization of the livity, due to the underdeveloped lifestyle that characterizes those Soc

who find themselves among the poor and the powerless. 4 Class has also been observed

acting as a divisive impediment to the pursuance of gender relationships. The social val-
ues that children internalize inform their attitudes and behaviors as adults, :
What is clear is that the contradictions of race, class, and gender distinctions operate far
as beguilingly in Rastafari as they do in the wider society. Emancipation from this “men- :
tal slavery”#! that serves to cement the codes of “divide and rule” among Rastafari is a 5
foolproof method of maintaining the positive outlook of Rastafari, 3 i
Some Rastawoman are determined to point the way to full consciousness, which wil o
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eventually lead to the oppressed throwing off the remaining shackles. As a rebel with a

* cause, these Rastawoman defend woman’s autonomy as a vital ingredient for the main-
>

tenance of one’s family and integrity. Certainly, the debate is ongoing; these reasonings
have merely touched the tip of the iceberg of Rastawoman as rebel with a cause. While
the sistren are oppressed in society, we must fight to beat down Babylon. As Judy
Mowatt sings so sweetly, “I-AN-I struggle through the pressure, dance through the fire
but we never get weary yet.”*? The rebel sistren will overcome Babylon and patriarchy

with faith in Jah.

Notes
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under a subject matter; hence the term overstanding. ‘

7. The view of Rastawoman as rebel is a j uxtaposition of her relationship with Babylon along-
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