Women And Resistance In The Early Rastafari
Movement: A Testament to Strength and
Spirituality

In the early 20th century, a spiritual and cultural revolution took place in Jamaica
that would later be known as the Rastafari movement. While the movement is
often associated with male figures such as Haile Selassie and Bob Marley, it is
important to recognize the significant role that women played in shaping and

sustaining the movement from its inception.

The Birth of Rastafari

The Rastafari movement emerged in the 1930s in Jamaica, a time of social and
political unrest. Influenced by Marcus Garvey's teachings and the belief that
Emperor Haile Selassie | of Ethiopia was the Messiah, Rastafarians sought

spiritual and social liberation for black people.

Women, who were often marginalized and oppressed in Jamaican society, found
solace and strength in the teachings of Rastafari. They embraced a way of life
that emphasized African roots, equality, and resistance against the oppressive

systems that held them back.
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Strong and Spiritual Women

Early Rastafarian women played critical roles as spiritual leaders, activists, and
caregivers within their communities. They provided support and guidance to

fellow Rastafarians, fostering a sense of unity and empowerment.

Sister ljahnya, also known as the "Rasta Queen," was one of the key figures in
the early Rastafari movement. She was a spiritual leader and preacher, using her
voice to educate and inspire others. Sister ljahnya advocated for women's rights

and gender equality within the movement, challenging traditional gender roles.

Other notable women, such as Mama Bongo, Mama Dora, and Mama Rita, were
revered for their wisdom and spiritual insight. They served as mothers and
nurturers, offering guidance and support to their fellow Rastafarian community

members.

Challenging Gender Norms

One of the remarkable aspects of the early Rastafari movement was its efforts to
challenge traditional gender norms. Rastafarian women rejected societal

expectations that confined them to domestic roles and limited their agency.

They were active participants in community activities and spearheaded social and
political change. Women organized gatherings, initiated cultural events, and
contributed to the creation of Rastafarian literature and art. Their artistic
expressions through music, poetry, and visual arts brought attention to the

movement's values and demands for justice.
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Some women even defied societal conventions by adopting the iconic Rasta
hairstyle, which was typically associated with men. This act of self-expression

became a symbol of resistance and a way of reclaiming their identity.

Resistance and Empowerment

Women in the early Rastafari movement faced numerous challenges and forms
of oppression. However, their deep spiritual connection and sense of community

allowed them to overcome these obstacles and find empowerment.

They protested against the inequalities and injustices they experienced, speaking
out against racial discrimination, economic inequality, and the overall
marginalization of the black community. Women played a crucial role in
organizing rallies, demonstrations, and public gatherings aimed at advocating for

social change.

Furthermore, Rastafarian women excelled as independent entrepreneurs,
creating businesses and cooperatives that provided economic opportunities for
themselves and their communities. They established schools, health centers, and
community gardens, empowering their fellow Rastafarians to thrive in a society

that often marginalized them.

Legacy and Continued Influence

The contributions of women to the early Rastafari movement paved the way for
future generations to embrace the ideology of resistance, spirituality, and
empowerment. Their courage and determination continue to inspire activism and

social change today.

However, it is important to recognize that women's roles and contributions within

the Rastafari movement have often been overshadowed by the prominence of



male figures. To truly understand and appreciate the movement's history and
spirit, we must acknowledge the significance of women's contributions and fight

against their erasure from historical narratives.

Women in the early Rastafari movement played an indispensable role in shaping
the movement's values, resistance, and spirituality. Their strength, determination,
and ability to challenge societal norms paved the way for a more inclusive

Rastafari ideology.

Recognizing and celebrating the contributions of women in the early Rastafari
movement is essential in understanding the movement's rich history and its
continued influence on contemporary activism. By giving credit where it is due,

we honor the resilience and power of these exceptional women.
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Women and Resistance in the Early Rastafari Movementis a pioneering study of
women’s resistance in the emergent Rastafari movement in colonial Jamaica. As
D. A. Dunkley demonstrates, Rastafari women had to contend not only with the

various attempts made by the government and nonmembers to suppress the
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movement, but also with oppression and silencing from among their own ranks.
Dunkley examines the lives and experiences of a group of Rastafari women
between the movement’s inception in the 1930s and Jamaica’s independence
from Britain in the 1960s, uncovering their sense of agency and resistance
against both male domination and societal opposition to their Rastafari identity.
Countering many years of scholarship that privilege the stories of Rastafari men,
Women and Resistance in the Early Rastafari Movement reclaims the voices and

narratives of early Rastafari women in the history of the Black liberation struggle.
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