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Introduction:
Culture as a Vital Force


It is mistaken to think of Linton Kwesi Johnson only as the sometime Poet Laureate of black Britain, the role for which he is best known in the mainstream. Johnson’s output of cultural commentary, journalistic and critical writing about politics, music, literature and drama is extensive and far from familiar. The contents of this rich anthology are drawn from a wide variety of publications and contexts. Johnson’s writing has been salvaged and recycled from ephemeral publications: Melody Maker, Race Today and New Society. Forgotten and overlooked statements have been combined with talks, speeches, reviews and dialogues from book festivals, activist rallies, memorial and ceremonial meetings here, in Europe, the Caribbean and South Africa.


This is all firmly analogue writing which, for the most part, cannot be found anywhere online. Brought together in this way, the material painfully conveys the contraction and diminution of the public world of ideas created by combative, radical interests during almost five decades. The resulting patchwork of lectures, talks, eulogies and expository essays is therefore more than merely a counterpoint to Johnson’s poetic chronicling of the life of his generation of settlers from the Caribbean and the locally born sufferers with whom they made common cause. His commentaries, observations and insights derive from and operate within the wide, transnational geography of the twentieth century’s black freedom movement. However, they are energized by the poet’s local affiliations with London and his neighbourhood as well as the various activist groups to which he has belonged. Among them were the Race Today Collective and the arts organisation Creation For Liberation, which operated in alliance with the Black Parents Movement, the Black Youth Movement and associated groups outside London.


The bulk of the writing here addresses the intercultural, creolized, diasporic and Caribbean dimensions of Johnson’s signature predicament. He is affiliated to several locations, all of which make claims upon him and all of which he claims in return, because they accent different features of a complex, anti-/postcolonial formation. This material shows how Johnson has repeatedly turned that vexed position into a creative opportunity.


His cultural and geopolitical ties supply a heavy bass line here. It is heard in a framework supplied by irreducibly human tones which are audible on another frequency. Their strength and appeal derive equally from Johnson’s rebel disposition and his abiding attachment to universalizing themes rendered in the language of freedom-seeking tradition to which he subscribes. It has been nobly augmented by the poetic idiom he created. This material insists upon the truth, value of art, the inevitability of social struggle and the eternal necessity of pursuing justice, equality and peace. Johnson’s righteous endorsement of those time-worn demands is greatly amplified by the manner in which they have been mutually articulated.


—


It is well known that Johnson worked as a librarian at the fabled Keskidee Centre on north London’s Caledonian Road. That role highlights his distinctive generational position. His creative life extends back into the sophisticated anticolonial furnace of the Caribbean Artists Movement, where he was mentored by the likes of Andrew Salkey, John La Rose and others. Under the impact of Black Power and in solidarity with national liberation struggles, that formation morphed into a distinctive Black Arts Movement contoured by local conflicts and conditions somewhat different from the situations found in the Caribbean and the United States.


Johnson’s history of frontline activism is manifest in the choice of topics covered here and in the angles of interpretative vision that he adopts to unlock them. His recurrent focus on insurgent culture encompasses a shadow political history of the Caribbean region during the later stages of the Cold War – the pivotal decade between the electoral victory of Jamaican Michael Manley’s PNP and the overthrow of the Grenadian revolution in 1983.


Johnson speaks from the Left, but not in a doctrinaire or formulaic way. His distinctive critical voice has, he tells us, been ‘achieved on my own terms from a position of cultural autonomy’. Black expressive cultures are carefully historicized, explicated and enthused over. The work of critique is undertaken thoughtfully and appreciatively. The influence of Frantz Fanon and Amilcar Cabral was among the important ancestral guidance that Johnson absorbed as a young militant. Their impact is evident in the distinctive way that he presents culture as a vital force endowed with revolutionary potential, especially in the petrified, segregated worlds colonialism made.


Taken together, these pieces compose a fragmentary but tenaciously Caribbean-centric history of the transnational black movement. Johnson’s commentaries are spiced with a scattering of autobiographical detail that will help to secure the attention of younger readers for whom Ethiopianism, Black Power and revolutionary, tropical socialism are distant spectacles remote from the compass of lived experience.


Johnson’s path-breaking essay ‘Jamaican Rebel Music’ was published in Race & Class in 1976. Related pieces on the same topic are included here, having originally appeared in the pages of New Society and later, in The Independent. After all this time, it is difficult to convey the signal importance of those historic interventions. They fostered and inspired many others, like myself, who were emboldened and excited by the way that Johnson approached Caribbean popular culture seriously and employed methodical analysis of it to open up some of the most important historical and political questions of that time. His later pieces on aspects of music show that Johnson remains a knowledgeable and astute observer of reggae’s history and its evolving social and cultural scenes. There are portraits of key figures like Maestro Dennis Bovell and Lee Perry – ‘the Dalí of Reggae’ – as well as detailed presentations on the art, music and literature produced by his poetic peers. 


The overall effect is to situate Johnson’s own work carefully. He locates himself almost inadvertently by praising the writers like Louise Bennett, Bongo Jerry and Kamau Brathwaite who inspired him and, with humility and generosity, hailing his fellow ‘dub poets’ Mutabaruka and Oku Onuora, Mikey Smith, Noel Walcott, M’bala and Jean Binta Breeze. Their insurgent lyricism and command of the vernacular tones and rhythms of Jamaican speech consolidated novel forms and performance styles into an aesthetic breakthrough that subsequently acquired a planetary reach.


This scandalously overdue volume will no doubt add a lot to the way Johnson’s poetry is understood, but that is not its primary significance. These useful fragments convey the fluctuating pulse of the movement from which they sprang. The author’s contingent judgements may be compelling, but this is an invitation to know the history of that movement as well as to see how learning about it might furnish a different picture of political culture: ceaselessly moving, insurgent and mutable.


Paul Gilroy, May 2022
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Jamaican Rebel Music (1976)


Sometimes I cry


when I see my people


and ooe


pure pain and poverty


we black people


suffering so


and yet I know


history will show


how long we suffer so1


LEROY SIBBLES


The popular music of Jamaica today is a music whose pulse is ‘the ground-beat of survival itself’.2 It is a ‘music of the blood/ black reared/ pain rooted/ heart geared’, a music ‘all tensed-up in the bubble and the bounce and the leap and the weight drop’.3 It is a music that is at once violent and awesome, forceful and mighty, aggressive and cathartic. It is a music that beats heavily against the walls of babylon,* that the walls may come a-tumbling down; a music that chucks a heavy historical load that is pain that is hunger that is bitter that is blood, that is dread. Yes the popular music of Jamaica is full of dread for it is dread down Jamaica way this day; it is red down there I say.


Jamaica is red with the blood of innocents who are daily slaughtered by babylon; red with the blood of repression and rebellion that floods the streets of Kingston as the guns rage in the noonday sun, as the guns bark throughout the troubled nights; red with the fratricidal blood of the oppressed. And it is this tale that the musician, singer and the dub-lyricist tells.* They tell of the burden of the history of oppression, rebellion and repression; of the ‘tribal wars’, the political skank,* the despair and desperation. Not only does the poetry of Jamaican music lament the suffering of the ‘sufferers’, it also asserts their strength and their determination to struggle on relentlessly, and prophesies the coming Armageddon wherein ‘only the fittest of the fittest shall survive’ and ‘no weak heart shall prosper’, because ‘it dread down a babylon! dreaaaad’.4


Jamaican music embodies the historical experience of the Jamaican masses – it reflects, and in reflecting, reveals the contemporary situation of the nation. He who feels it knows it, the saying goes, and it is the sufferer from the urban ghettoes, the ‘creation rebel’ who has ‘travelled up that old rough road’ to find his bread who really has the say as to what is happening down Jamaica way today. So forward we now go with this musical exploration, the ‘creation rebel’ will guide us on our way.


I shall say it again: the popular music of Jamaica, the music of the people, is an essentially experiential music, not merely in the sense that the people experience the music, but also in the sense that the music is true to the historical experience of the people, that the music reflects the historical experience. It is the spiritual expression of the historical experience of the Afro-Jamaican. In making the music, the musicians themselves enter a common stream of consciousness, and what they create is an invitation to the listeners to be entered into that consciousness – which is also the consciousness of their people. The feel of the music is the feel of their common history, the burden of their history; their suffering and their woe; their endurance and their strength, their poverty and their pain. This is precisely what Leroy Sibbles of the Heptones means when he says of ‘dub’ or ‘drum and bass music’, the music of Jamaica today: ‘Well . . . it signifies some kind of African feeling, the beat and the drum and the bass. We are all black and we have Africa deep within us. Yea we feel it. It’s cultural and you just got to get with it because you feel it. Deep down inside, from you hear it, you feel it.’5 You feel it because the ‘bad bass bounce’ is your ‘blood a leap an pulse a pounce’,6 you feel it because this ‘rhythm of a tropical electrical storm’,7 ‘rhythm cuttin sharp so’ cuts at your hurt; you feel it for the ‘bass history is a moving/ is a hurting black story’;8 you feel it because it is your pain; you feel it because it is your hunger. Deep down inside, from you hear it, you feel it, for it is your heart-song and it touches your soul’s senses. The youth who live in the ghettoes and shanty towns of Jamaica describe the music in terms of their own existence, which is basically a rebel existence: they call the music rebel music. According to Leroy Sibbles, ‘they use the way they feel to describe the music’, and this is so precisely because the music is expressive of how they ‘feel’.


The musician, singer and dub-lyricist are mostly ‘sufferers’. Through music, song and poetry, they give spiritual expression to their own inner beings, to their own experience. But in so doing, they are also giving spiritual expression to the collective experience of sufferation that is shared by all sufferers. Perhaps Toots and the Maytals’ ‘Time Tough’ will help us to explain the reciprocal relationship between the spiritual expression of experience by the artist on the one hand, and the experiencing of this spiritual expression by the people on the other hand. In this song, the lyricist is lamenting the hardships of life, the bitterness of life.


I go to bed


but sleep won’t come


get up in the night


couldn’t stand my feeling


early in the morning


it’s the same situation


then come the landlord


just a knock knocking upon my door


I’ve got four hundred month rent to pay


and I can’t find a dollar9


Here the lyrics are sung in the first person, so that it is the individual experience, the personal situation, that informs the song. But the individual experience is the experience of all:
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time tough


everything is out of sight


it is so hard so hard


everything is going higher and higher10


Every sufferer is experiencing the hardness of the time. ‘Sister Lee cannot bear it/ and brother Lee can hardly stand it/ they’re crying night and day/ nobody to help them in their way’.11 So when Toots, with so much pain in his parched voice, sings: ‘from I was a little boy/ I keep on feeling it feeling it now’,12 ‘Sister Lee’ feels it, and ‘brother Lee’ feels it too; immersed in music and song, everyone feels it for they immediately recognize the pain in this song as their own pain as the music takes them to the very depths of their being.


Music totally encompasses the lives of the oppressed in Jamaica this day. From the old and disillusioned to the young and rebellious, music is the ‘food of love’, their spiritual and cultural nourishment. For through music, their dreams are unveiled, their souls exorcized, their tensions canalized, their strength realized. In the Afro-Jamaican churches, men, women and children gather together to rid themselves of their pain and their agony in a remorseful outpouring of the souls as they sing those mournful songs, bleeding on the cross, stretching forth their cupped hands, reaching, reaching out for the ‘new Jerusalem’.


The dances which complement the popular music – the ska, the rock steady, the reggae, the skank and the chucky – are at once erotic and sensual, violent, aggressive and cathartic. The music invokes what psychiatrist and political philosopher Frantz Fanon calls the ‘emotional sensitivity’ of the oppressed and gives vent to it through dance.13 As Fanon puts it: ‘The native’s relaxation takes precisely the form of muscular orgy in which the most acute aggressivity and the most impelling violence are transformed and conjured away’.14 ‘There are no limits – for in reality your purpose in coming together is to allow the accumulated libido, the hampered aggressivity to dissolve as in a volcanic eruption. Symbolic killings, fantastic rites, imaginary mass murders – all must be brought out’.15


But it so happens that, at times, the catharsis does not come through dance, for the violence that the music carries is turned inwards and personalized, so that for no apparent reason, the dance halls and yards often explode into fratricidal violence and general pandemonium. Whenever two rival sound systems meet, violence often erupts between the rival supporters, so the deejay is often both the musical pace-setter and the musical peace-keeper. He tells the dancers, ‘those who deal in violence shall go down in silence’. Similarly, the dub-lyricist who has developed the deejay talk into a form of music-poetry tells his listeners that they are invited to a musical happening, but he warns them, ‘when you come/ I don’t want you to bring your skeng/ l want you to leave your skeng at home’.16 Big Youth tells his listener:


you should make a love not war


cause war is ugly love is lovely


cause if it’s war then you’ll be double double ugly


and if it’s love then you’ll be a double double lovely17


Jamaica, that ‘Caribbean island paradise in the sun’, is one of the most violent places under the sun. This is not surprising when we recall that Jamaican society, like all colonial societies, is one which was founded upon, and is maintained through, violence. Gordon Rohlehr, the West Indian literary critic, has commented on the fierceness of the ‘forces of despair and erosion’ that permeate Jamaican society and culture, and its relation to the music. ‘Each new weight of pressure’ in the society, says Rohlehr, ‘has its corresponding effect on the music, and the revolution is usually felt first as a perceptible change in the bass, the basic rhythm, the inner pulse whose origin is in the confrontation between the despair which history and iniquitous politics inflict, and the rooted strength of the people’.18 The music responds to changes in the society, so that as the society becomes more violent, more dread, more tense, the beat becomes more dread and the rhythm more taut. The bass and the rhythm are the city’s ‘grounded heart beat’, as Rohlehr puts it, and the beat of the music ‘dominates the city’. So ‘when the rhythm goes dread, the whole society feels the tension, and why not? After all it was the cruel tension which determined that the beat should go dread in the first place’.19


And every sufferer, from the old to the young in Jamaica today, wears the look of dread, a permanent grimace, a ‘permanent screw’.20 This look of dread testifies to the inner tension they feel, an agony that is real. I Roy’s ‘screw-face man’21 is the ‘mafiah’, the ‘dread’, the man who has completely internalized the historical experience of violence and the violence of his existence, and acts out this violence through an existence of violence; for ‘screw face carrying skeng/ and a screw-face carrying bucky’.* Bob Marley’s ‘Talkin’ Blues’ is here enlightening. Marley writes:


I’ve been down on the rock for so long


I seem to wear a permanent screw22


In this song, Marley is talking about a bitter existence in babylon which is ‘blues’. He is ‘saying talkin’ blues’ because ‘cold ground’ was his bed last night ‘and rock was my pillow too’.23 The permanence of this blues experience and existence is the historical experience that is facially expressed in the ‘permanent screw’. But, along with this ‘blues’ feeling, this inner agony and outer look of dread, there is an urgent desire to tear down the walls of babylon:


But I’m gonna stare in the sun


let the rays shine in my eyes


I’m gonna take just one step more


for I feel like bombing a church24


So that when Laxton Ford implores his listeners to: ‘take some time and learn to smile/ it’s a better way to stay’, we immediately understand his meaning.25


The historical experience of the Jamaican masses, part of the wider Caribbean experience of colonialism and neo-colonialism, is one that began with slavery. The barbarity of the slave-masters and slave-drivers has been well documented and does not have to be repeated here. Neither do we have to recall the raping, plunder and murder. Sam Clayton’s words will suffice:


Jamaica is an island in the Caribbean – they say Caribbean but if I remember clearly it has carried us beyond our borders, not by freewill but by force, force! Like in 1565 when John Hawkins was given a Royal Charter from Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth the first of England, and her personal ship, the SS Jesus of Lubek to transport slaves from Africa to the West Indies. As the history states, his methods were crude though effective. He just landed on the Guinea coast, seized three hundred Negroes and prepared for the Caribbean with his human cargo. They call us human cargo, but I say that is infra dig.26


It was a violent and bloody beginning, a brutal and traumatic beginning. Slavery was the name and capital accumulation the game. And although it is four hundred years hence, the violence of the people’s existence persists like a naked light in a house full of dynamite. And the blood has not ceased to gush, but continues to flow over. And the brutality is intensified under a different name. And the original trauma is the cause of the protracted drama that threatens the rule of a ruthless native bourgeoisie. For the wounds of history have not yet healed, but fester in the hot sun from day unto day so they multiply. So, for the oppressed Jamaican, history is not a fleeting memory of the distant past, but the unbearable weight of the present. That as captives they came and as captives they remain is the veritable tale their history tells. And the people, they still feel the terrible sting of the whip of oppression, of poverty, of fruitless toil, and that is why the singerman sings:


four hundred years


we have been here as a slave


now I an’ I


must find a way


of not being enslaved


no shackles on our feet


no whip on our back


Yet I an’ I


must realize


we’re still being enslaved27


Chattel slavery was finally abolished in 1838 in Jamaica, but already with the introduction of the system of apprenticeship in 1833 the slaves could sing: ‘we free!/ Lawd we free!’28 But it did not take the people long to realize that ‘the jangling chains’, as Jamaican author Andrew Salkey puts it, were ‘replaced by different noises’; it did not take the ex-slaves long to realize that ‘freedom is as freedom does/ and it did not accomplish much’.29 So it is no wonder that Winston Rodney – better known by the stage name Burning Spear – should ask ‘do you remember/ the days of slavery?’ He implores us to try to remember the days of slavery when they ‘beat us/ when they use us/ till they refuse us’30 for it was then . . . it was then that it all began. And ever since then, ever since that terrible day when ‘they took us away from civilization’ and ‘brought us slave on this plantation’,31 they have been asking: ‘how long must we wait for repatriation’,32 and the Afro-Jamaican has been praying: ‘O father free us from/ the chains of babylon/ and let us live to walk in zion/ for we are pressurized just like the Israelites’.33 Ever since the days of slavery, my people have been singing this sad, sad song:


took us away


in captivity


and brought us down here


where we can’t be free


I wanna know how long


how long


how long shall evil rage


evil rage over my people34


The image of slavery persists in the mind of the Afro-Jamaican, and the conditions of slavery weigh down his existence. Though it was his sweat, blood and tears that built Jamaica, he shares no part of it. All he knows is ‘pure pain and poverty’ and all he sees around him is despair and sufferation and hopelessness. So the Rastafarian refuses to accept this barren existence in a ‘foreign land’. He has never renounced his African citizenship, for he has never been given a citizenship, and so he sings this song of despair, dreaming of the day when he will ‘sail/ on the Black Star Line/ homeward bound’.35


I just can’t take it no more


I just can’t stand it no more


So let me go home to Ethiopia land36


The Rastafarian’s demand of repatriation back to Africa, then, is not unreasonable but legitimate. And it is the historical experience which legitimizes this demand. In fact, it was the same hopelessness and despair which substantiates the Rastafarian’s demand that led to mass emigration since the turn of the twentieth century to places like Cuba, Panama, North America and the UK. As one lyricist explains:


the time is getting hard boy


we’ve got to travel on


the time is getting hard boy


we’ve got to leave this land


a man can’t stay where nothing goes right


and everything goes wrong


I’ve got to find somewhere else


where I can help myself37


From the days of slavery unto this day, the history of the Jamaican masses has been a tumultuous one. It has been a history of unrelenting struggle against slavery, colonialism and neo-colonialism. It is a history characterized by slave uprisings and repression; riots and repression; betrayal, rebellion and repression. Between 1664, the year of the first civil administration, and 1838, the year of the abolition of chattel slavery, there were no less than twelve reported slave uprisings. There were also the Maroon Wars of 1729–39 and 1760–95 and ‘the Second Maroon War’ of 1795. In 1831, two years before the apprenticeship act, ‘the signal was given for the launching of the greatest slave rebellion in all of the British Caribbean’.38 The leaders of this ‘Emancipation Rebellion’, as Richard Hart calls the pro-emancipation revolts, were a group of black Baptist church leaders: Thomas Burchell, George Taylor, Robert Dove, Robert Gardiner, Sam Sharpe, the main organizer, and others. A major riot was to occur thirty-four years later, nearly three decades after the abolition of chattel slavery, led again by a black Baptist preacher named Paul Bogle, wherein a police station was attacked, a courthouse set on fire and several whites killed. This was the famous Morant Bay Rebellion of 1865, which was brutally put down by the establishment. After 1865 there were at least three reported riots, in the years 1902, 1912 and 1924. Then there was the spontaneous mobilization of the oppressed throughout the Caribbean in 1938, a year of rioting and labour disputes. It was out of the struggle of 1938 that Norman Washington Manley and the People’s National Party and Alexander Bustamante and the Jamaican Labour Party emerged. Between 1944 and 1962 Jamaica passed from what political scientist Dr Trevor Munroe calls ‘constitutional apprenticeship’ to political independence; colonialism stepped out and neo-colonialism stepped in.39


The granting of independence in 1962, which marked a turning point in the history of decolonization in Jamaica, instead of bringing the long-awaited change has brought the people from ‘hope to hopelessness’, lawlessness and despair. The truth is that, as Joseph Ruglass puts it:


Four hundred years of colonial reign


Has brought the people misery


It has left them such pain


The talk is now of independence you see


Seems it wasn’t meant for you or for me40


The discontent of the disinherited Jamaican masses was to burst into revolutionary activity in 1968, only six years after the new dependence, by which time the fact that ‘independence’ would not bring the long awaited change had been well realized. The famous ‘Rodney riots’ were sparked off by the banning of Guyanese historian Dr Walter Rodney from his lecturing position at the University of the West Indies by the repressive Hugh Shearer administration in October 1968. At least ‘50 buses were overturned and burnt. 14 major fires were started in different parts of the city; certain known enemies of the people were spat upon, dragged out of their cars and beaten, shop windows were wrecked’.41 As Rodney himself has said, the riots had only ‘marginal significance’ as far as his ban was concerned, but were more fundamentally a ‘part of a whole social malaise, that is revolutionary activity’.42


This brief sketch then provides the historical perspective which informs the music of Jamaica today. The people have come a long way since their historical journey was begun. It has been a long arduous journey, a long unending journey:
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journey journey journey


journey journey journey journey


journey journey journey


journey journey journey


journey


journey


journey journey journey journey


long long journey43


Yes they have been ‘travelling/ for more than 2000 miles’ up the old rocky road, through the gates of hell, down the valley of the shadow of death and they can’t get no . . . ‘can’t get no shady tree to res’/ and the sun is red-hot/ hotter than hot – red-hot’, their own thought being ‘we must, we will, go on’.44


In the same way as the musicians have responded to the changes in Jamaican society, incorporating the new pressures and tensions into the music, giving spiritual expression to the historical experience of oppression and rebellion, the singer and dub-lyricist likewise have given lyrical expression to this experience. The lyricism of Jamaican music, which is a part of, as well as being informed by, the wider Jamaican oral tradition, gives poetic or lyrical expression to what the music expresses. It is a lyricism which laments the human suffering, the terrible torments, the toil, a lyricism whose imagery is that of blood and fire, apocalyptic and dread – images that are really pictures of a brutal existence in the ‘land of Sodom and Gomorrah’. Songs of hope in suffering, songs of utter despair, songs of praise, songs of defiance, songs that speak of the historical endurance of the black Jamaican, songs that are as prophetic as they are true – such is the nature of the poetry of Jamaican music.


Burning Spear in a song called ‘Ethiopians Live It Out’ celebrates the endurance of the Afro-Jamaican from the days of slavery unto this day:


O chinee men come


they couldnt live it out


coolie men come


they couldnt live it out


syrians come


they couldnt live it out


white men come


they couldnt live it out


ethiopians live it out


how we do it


ethiopians live it out45


Not only is this song a song that speaks of historical endurance, it is also a song of strength. For if the black Jamaican has survived slavery and genocide, then surely he shall live to see ‘the wicked bow down and flee’.46 It is a fact that, of all the ethnic groups in Jamaica, it was only the black Jamaican who could physically endure the brutality of the plantation system. When Burning Spear makes a comparison between the strength and endurance of the Chinese, the Indians, the Syrians and the whites on the one hand, and the black Jamaican on the other, there is also the innuendo that the latter group will outlive the former ones – because the Afro-Jamaican majority is at the bottom of the social hierarchy. Bob Marley’s ‘Soh Jah Seh’, which may be described as a ‘secular hymn’, also expresses this strength and endurance and the determination to continue the historical struggle in the midst of so much desolation and sufferation. It is also a song of faith:


soh jah seh


not one of my seed


shall sit on the street and beg bread47


Marley calls on the sufferers to ‘I-nite oneself’ and stop the fussing and fighting amongst each other. He then reaffirms the implacable will to continue to fight the fight of life, the struggle to survive:


and down here in the ghetto


and down here we suffer


but I an I a hang on in there


but I an I, I naw leggo48


It is man’s faith in Jah that gives man the strength to carry on, for Jah is man’s shield and buckler, Jah is man’s inner strength. Again Gregory Isaacs’ ‘Sweeter the Victory’, another ‘secular hymn’, laments the plight of the sufferer and tells of his historical yearning for freedom: ‘Lord my people wanna be free/ just like the blind would like to see’.49 This is also a prayer asking for guidance and for faith ‘that we will see a better day’.50 But this song should not be dismissed as religious escapism, for this prayer for faith and guidance


give us faith to face another day


guide us in and out along the way


that we will see a better day51


is really an inward search for the inner strength to endure – ‘the whip, fantastic fines, Judge Dread and Judge Four Hundred Years, the rule of eunuchs, fops, thieves and ignoramuses who break the law themselves, the brutish stupidity of a demoralised police force making love to their guns’52 – because deep down in his heart of hearts, he knows that:


the hotter the battle


the sweeter the victory53


That the language of the poetry of Jamaican music is Rastafarian or biblical language cannot simply be put down to the colonizer and his Satanic missionaries. The fact is that the historical experience of the black Jamaican is an experience of the most acute human suffering, desolation and despair in the cruel world that is the colonial world, which brings about an inner-felt need for inner peace, an inner strength, for ‘spiritual well being’54 – in short, the historical experience of the Afro-Jamaican is a deeply spiritual experience, a religious experience in the widest sense of the word. The quest for spiritual well-being, this impelling need to be free of the inner pain, the inner tension, the oscillation between the psychic states of despair and rebellion does not necessarily oppose the quest for liberation. The historical phenomenon called Rastafarianism which is saturating the consciousness of the oppressed Jamaican – which represents a particular stage in the development of the consciousness of the oppressed – is in fact laying the spiritual and the cultural foundations from which to launch a struggle for liberation. Moreover, as Gordon Rohlehr has stated in his excellent ‘Afterthoughts’, throughout the history of black Jamaica, ‘culture has had a religious basis’ and that is why in Jamaica today, ‘it is difficult to separate religious music from the music of open rebellion’.55


There is a strong note of defiance running through the poetry of Jamaican music, and this defiance as we have seen has its roots in the historical experience. So Bob Marley and the Wailers wail:


everytime I hear the crack of a whip


my blood runs cold


I remember on the slave ships


how they brutalised our very souls


today they say we are free


only to be chained in poverty56


Marley tells the oppressor: ‘slavedriver/ the table is turned/ catch a fire/ you gonna get burned’.57 In the 1960s, the era of ska and rock steady music, era of the rudie rebellion, the rudie in court tells Judge Dread that ‘rudies dont fear no boy/ rudies dont fear . . . / rougher than rough/ tougher than tough’, in fact, dreader than the dreaded Judge Dread.58 In the 1970s the rudie has been transformed through the cultural dynamism of Rastafarianism into ‘natty dread’ but the tone of defiance is still present: ‘natty dread will never run away’.59


In ‘Only for a Time’, the lyricist tells the oppressor


no matter what you try to do


you will never live to rule over me


what will you do when we rule over you60


Similarly, Burning Spear sings this song of defiance with so much dread and defiance in his voice that when we hear it we too are strengthened, we too are defiant:


is lucky thing I never get


swell headed


and started to run run run


I will never run away


do you hear!61


The greater the level of repression, the more defiant and the more resolute the sufferers become and the more violent is their rebellion.


One of the many songs banned during the repressive rule of Hugh Shearer and the Jamaican Labour Party was the much celebrated ‘Beat Down Babylon’, which immediately caught the imagination of sufferers in Jamaica and the brutalized black youth in Britain, for it was a song which sounded out their defiance and gave fire to their rebellious fervour:


I an’ I goin beat down babylon


I an’ I goin beat down babylon


I an’ I mus whip them wicked men


O what a wicked situation


I an’ I starvin for salvation


this might cause a revolution


and a dangerous pollution.62


In fact, throughout the last decade or so the lyricist has been telling the sufferer to ‘get up and fight for your rights/ my brother/ get up and fight for your rights/ my sister’.63 Today it is ‘judgement’ and ‘the fulfilment of prophecy’, the coming Armageddon, the coming revolution that the people’s poets are singing about. They speak of Marcus Garvey’s words coming to pass; they say ‘swallow-field shall be the battlefield’; they say prophecy a fulfil; ‘judgement has come and mercy has gone’; and


. . . di blood goin flood


an di blood goin run


blood uptown and blood downtown


blood roun’ town


blood in di woods


and di blood in the country . . . 64


declares Jah Youth, for Marcus Garvey prophecy fulfil: ‘cant get no food to eat/ cant get no money to spend’.65 We get the feeling from these songs that the oppressed Jamaican has decided that it is only a matter of time before armed struggle shall be launched and that they are prepared for it.


Over the last decade, the main preoccupation of the lyricist has been the burning social, political and economic issues of the day. In commenting on these issues, the lyricist makes a vital contribution towards the oral documentation of the history of Jamaica and to the Jamaican oral tradition. Consciously setting out to transform the consciousness of the sufferer, to politicise him culturally through music, song and poetry, the lyricist contributes to the continuing struggle of the oppressed.
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