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The Rastafarians – How and Why they were Labeled an Ethnic Group in the United Kingdom

Introduction

In the United Kingdom, Rastafarians were officially recognized as an ethnic group in 1989. This race relations legislation meant that since then, they are afforded the same legal protection as for instance Sikhs and Roma.

The background to this legislation was the decision made by the UK Government Transport Divisions Property Services Agency to refuce a 26-year old Rastafarian, Trevor Dawkins, a job as a driver. Their decision was made on the grounds that he had dreadlocks and would not cut them. Trevor Dawkins brought his case to the Commision for Racial Equality in the UK and argued that he had been both directly discriminated against and indirectly, as a member of an ethnic group. Following this, the House of Lords specified seven requirements for a group to be classified as ethnic.  

In this paper, we will look into these requirements and see why the rastafarians were considered to be an ethnic group. We will try to describe Rastafarian culture, traditions and beliefs.

It is important to stress that no group of people is homogenic. However, the following notes on Rastafarians comprise what we have been able to make out as common thoughts and practices.

For this paper we have used mainly internet resources on Rastafarians. There is a vast supply of them but some where outstanding, and we used those. We have also been in contact with a Rastafarian in Sweden who has given us his views. Moreover, we have used the Minority Rights Group International Report on Rastafarian.

We have also read Ethnicity and Nationalism: Anthropological Perspectives by Thomas Hylland Eriksen and what he has to say about ethnic groups and we have chosen to include some of these theories that we find can be applied to the Rastafarian movement.

Hylland Eriksen discusses how ethnical identity can be a basis for how to live your life. This also has a basic meaning for loyalty to and belonging to an ethnic group. Ethnic classification is a practical way to create order in a social context.

The House of Lords criteria for being classified as an ethnic group, how the Rastafarians apply to these and some of Hylland Eriksens thoughts on ethnic groups

A long, shared history

A self-conscious collection of people united by shared experience… a group that ragards itself as in some sense distinct.

The Rastafarian movement was established by Marcus Garvey 1887-1940 starting with an organization called Universal Negro Improvement Association. His ideas were based on the theory of Babylon. Babylon signifies that since the 16th century, white Europeans have sought to dominate black people. For Garvey, not only had the Babylonians succeded physically but also psychologically. He believed that black people had, unconsciously accepted a definition as being inferior. Therfore, the only solution would be to unite black people with their homeland, Africa, and especially with Ethiopia. The Rastafarians look back at a golden age in the past when africa was a united continent before European imperialism and slavetrade began and the continent was divided to facilitate domination and africans sent off and killed. Garveys Back to Africa is one of the central Rastafarian ideas. He published articles on this and other issues in the Black Man. His movement was more of an ideological than religious kind. He often quoted the Bible though and referred to the Book of Revelation. But his followers were told that they would only be fullfilled through their own actions, not through some supernatural power. One of his most famous quotes is No one knows when the hour of Africas redemption comes. It is in the wind. It is coming. One day, like a storm, it will be here.

Haile Selassie 1, or Ras Tafari as he was earlier called, was crowned emperor of Ethiopia in 1930. More and more of black Jamaicans srated thinking of the redemption an a return to Africa as plausible, something which had seemed more like a dream-scenario when Garvey had preached it.

Leonard P. Howell established the first actual branch of the Rastafarian movement. He said that the uprising of haile selassie signified that all people of African origin were bound to regain their lost status. Haile selassie was believed to be the saviour. Some Rastas actually moved to Ethiopia, some elsewhere, but most stayed in Jamaica. Rastafarians tried to enter party politics in the 1950s but without success and there were also some violent uprisings. 

In his book, Hylland Eriksen describes ideas about a common background as normally being vital for the ethnic identity. Groups and collectives are always created in relation to other groups. Ethnic identity as expressed in conceived continuity with the past can work psychologically calming for individuals. If you can claim to have a culture it shows that you are faithful to your ancestors and to the past. It can also be a source of political legitimacy. 

A cultural tradition of its own

The way most Rastafarians wear their hair in dreadlocks symbolyzes a natural way of growing it. The thouht of natural as pure and right is something found in many aspects of Rastafarian culture. We will discuss this as it is found in other practices as well, but first a bit more about the hair. Rastafarians find support for growing dreadlocks in the Bible. Leviticus 21:5 reads They shall not make baldness upon their head, neither shall they shave off the corner of their beard, nor make any cuttings of the flesh. The longer the dreadlocks, usually, the longer a person has been a devoted Rasta The hair also symbolizes Haile Selassie, and is seen as a connection between man and God through which the latter sends divine energy and inspiration.

Traditional Rastafarian clothes are in red, black and green. These colours are originally taken by Marcus Garvey from the Ethiopian flag.

Getting back to a natural way of life, Rastafarians have some diertary restrictions. Pork is considered wrong to eat. So is shellfish. Many Rastas are vegetarians and the food considered good to eat is called I-tal which is basically food that is grown such as fruit, vegetables and grains. No tea, coffee or salt is used, nor is alcohol. However, a homebrewn alcoholic drink called Roots is common, as is the use of Ganja. Ganja is called the divine herb and its use is considered to be sanctioned by the Bible. Normally, while smoking a chillumpipe as it is called, Rastafarians remove any headdress they might be wearing in respect for God and they read the Bible.

Reagge is the Rastafarian traditional music. It was developed from early Jamaican and african music. Starting from the early 1970s the lyrics treated rastafarian experience. The most well.known musician is Bob Marley.

Abortion and birthcontrol are considered to be wrong since it means interfering with nature. There is a feminist movement within the rastafarian community working for this views to change.

Hylland Eriksen talks about how history and cultural symbols often are manipulated in the creation of ethnic identities. This means that ethnic identities in an important sense are constructed. 

A common geographical origin

The majority of Rastafarians are Jamaican descendants from African slaves.

A common language

Rastafarians speak a type of Creole English. The language is avery important aspect of their culture. Word and sound is often proclaimed to show the connections between language and power. Special terms such as I and I are used to show unity. It can mean me and you, me and God, all Rastas, me, mine or yours.

A common literature peculiar to the group

The most famous Rastafarian poets are Levi Tafari and Benjamin Zephaniah.

A common religion

Rastafarians have their belief that Ras Tafari, or later Haile Selassie 1, is the divine being. Selassie was not a Rastafarian himself but a very active Christian. There is no evidence as to what he actually thought of the Rastafarian movement. Selassie died in 1975. Many Rastas regarded it as if he had assumed another form and that his presence remained within them. Some believed that he had not died at all. Instead he had been captured by the imperial forces of the west and that this was just another example of Babylonians trying to bring their faith down. What was said in the media about his death was only imperial propaganda. These Rastafarians believe that Selassie sits on the highest point of mount Zion where he awaits the time of judgement. The Lion of Judah represents Selassie, the king of all beasts. Selassie actually wore a Lion of Judah ring that was given to Bob Marley at the time of Selassies death.

Rastafarians consider Ethiopia to be heaven on earth. Their thoughts and beliefs take much of their support from the reading of the Bible, especially the Book of Revelations in the New Testament.

Hylland Eriksen states that many ethnic groups are religious and express this very clearly to its members. The ethnic group has to have a feeling of we against them, for example a common religion, or a common past. This is even more important during times of changes because identity has its largest importance when it feels it is being threatened. Ethnic groups‘

Identities vary in different situations. In some situations ethnicity is very important and sometimes not, the importance grows for instance during times of economical hardship.

Being a minority or being an oppressed group

In the UK, this is something that applies not only to the Rastas, but to the whole black population. In the proceedings of the Trevor Dawkins case therefore, it was the least pressed upon argument.

Conclusion

We have studied the Rastafarians as a group and shown why it was justified, according to the House of Lords in the UK, to call them an ethnic group. We also studied Hylland Eriksens theories on ethnic groups and some things we think are important when it comes to Rastafarians. 
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