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During the last few decades, the interaction of popular music and cultural identity has 

been a topic of keen interest to ethnomusicologists. Recent studies have investigated the 

relationship between music and politics, particularly in situations of political revolt.1 Rarely has 

the fusion of music, culture, and politics been so pronounced as in the 1978 One Love Peace 

Concert in Kingston, Jamaica. In this event, the organizers and participants attempted to use 

music to alleviate the violence caused by political unrest in Jamaica at that time. In order to 

convey a proper understanding of the One Love Concert’s significance, the present study will 

provide an overview of Jamaican history, culture, and politics through the 1970s; describe 

characteristics of reggae music and its performers; discuss the concert itself; and will explore its 

impact on the political situation. 

 
Jamaican History and Culture 

Originally inhabited by Arawak natives, the island of Jamaica was sighted by Christopher 

Columbus on his second voyage in 1494. The Spanish settled in Jamaica in 1509, and Villa de la 

Vega, renamed Spanish Town by the English, served as capital from its founding in 1534 until 

1872. The island remained under Spanish rule until 1655 when it was captured by an English 

naval force. The English established their main costal town at Port Royal, and increased the 

white population by sending indentured servants as well as Irish and Scottish prisoners of war to 

                                                        

1. For a concise introduction, see John Hutnyk and Sanjay Sharma, “Music & Politics: An 
Introduction,” Theory, Culture & Society 17, no. 3 (June 1, 2000): 55–63. For a more thorough treatment, 
see John Street, Music and Politics (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012). A particularly interesting case study 
has been given by Erin K. Sharpe, “Festivals and Social Change: Intersections of Pleasure and Politics at 
a Community Music Festival,” Leisure Sciences 30, no. 3 (May 1, 2008): 217–234. 
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the island. Kingston became the main coastal settlement when Port Royal was destroyed by an 

earthquake in 1692. Although Kingston had been the largest city in Jamaica since 1716, it was 

not designated the new capital until 1872. 

Sugarcane was Jamaica’s most important export by the seventeenth century, and the 

colony began to develop a social system based on sugar plantation economy. Local overseers 

managed large properties belonging to absentee planters, and these plantations depended upon 

slave labor. The population of slaves from western and central Africa increased greatly during 

the late seventeenth century. By the early nineteenth century, slaves of African descent 

outnumbered ethnic Europeans by about twenty to one. Slave trade was abolished in the British 

Empire in 1807, and slavery itself made illegal in 1834. The latter half of the century was a 

period of sharp economic decline for Jamaica, and social unrest gave rise to the Morant Bay 

Rebellion of 1865. In the wake of the revolt, the Jamaica legislature surrendered its rights and 

privileges and agreed to be governed directly by Britain. Thus the territory became a crown 

colony in 1866. 

Crown colony rule was modified later in the nineteenth century, and representation and 

limited self-rule by the upper class were gradually reintroduced into Jamaica. The crown colony 

system consisted of governing British officials and a Legislative Council. The Council included 

nominated members of the Jamaican upper class as well as a few elected members who held little 

influence or administrative power. During the next few decades, the colonial authorities 

maintained restrictions that limited social and political advancement of the middle and lower 

classes. During the 1930s, the Great Depression had severe effects on these classes, and 

widespread riots erupted in the spring of 1938 over wages and working conditions. This led to 

the formation of labor organizations and, subsequently, a competitive political party system. 
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A new constitution granted Jamaica a limited degree of democratic self-government in 

1944. The charter established a small Privy Council and a slightly larger Executive Council to 

assist the British governor. The bicameral Parliament included a Senate, appointed by the 

governor, and a House of Representatives, whose members were elected to five-year terms. 

Despite the Parliament’s formation, central power remained in the hands of the governor and 

other high officials. 

A period of gradual decolonization ensued from 1944 to 1962, in which amendments to 

the constitution moved Jamaica toward independence. It joined the Federation of the West Indies 

in 1958, and became self-governing in all aspects except foreign policy in 1959. In 1961 the 

populace voted for independence, and Jamaica’s party leaders formed an agreement with the 

British government to become independent the following year. On August 5, 1962, the Union 

Jack was lowered and the new flag of Jamaica was raised for the first time. Jamaica became an 

independent Commonwealth realm with a governor-general, appointed by the British monarch, 

acting as a largely ceremonial representative to the nation. The new constitution gave executive 

power to the cabinet, led by the Prime Minister, and the Parliament remained intact as the 

nation’s legislature.  

The cultural maturation of Jamaica was concurrent with its political coming of age. The 

political revolution of the 1930s and 1940s was accompanied by an outpouring of cultural 

creativity, and the middle of the century saw a flourishing of self-discovery in art, literature, 

athletics, and cultural movements such as Rastafari and the women’s movement. The Institute of 

Jamaica became a catalyst for the nation’s budding art movement in the 1930s. Marcus Garvey, a 

Jamaican political leader and proponent of Black Nationalism, challenged the Jamaican people to 

claim their African heritage and to value cultural self-esteem. Prize-winning Jamaican athletes 
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shattered the myth of black inferiority. The cultural movement was also accompanied by an 

advance of Jamaican poetry and novels, which joined the work of other West Indian authors in a 

significant contribution to world literature. 

By the 1960s the University of the West Indies began to contribute to cultural 

advancement through the work of students in music, social and economic research, and 

linguistics. The 1970s and 1980s saw a deepening and broadening of artistic activity by a new 

generation of painters, sculptors, potters, and authors. During these decades, “the cultural 

movement changed in mood, leaving behind the early fervor of self-discovery and the anger at 

anti-colonialism and turning to the essential task of interpreting and claiming as a matter of right 

the experience of the Jamaican people.”2 Within fifty years, Jamaican culture had progressed 

from the tasks self-discovery to developing national identity, at least as it was reflected in the 

formal arts. 

This brief historical description warrants a strong caveat. “Jamaica has two histories,” 

one scholar suggests:  

There is an official, visible one that begins in 1492, and which weaves European 
colonization, African enslavement, and Asian indentureship into a narrative of racial and 
cultural hybridity that results in the multiracial/multicultural modern nation. Nationalism, 
in this version of history, is thus concerned with the attainment of political sovereignty, 
the transfer of power from London to Kingston.3  
 

The securing of state power by postcolonial political elites is the climax of this official history. 

The opposing history is recorded in middle- and lower-class social narratives such as reggae 

music, which uses racial and communal memory to remind Jamaicans of the elements 

                                                        

2. Philip Sherlock and Hazel Bennett, The Story of the Jamaican People (Kingston, Jamaica: I. 
Randle Publishers, 1998), 406. 

3. Nadi Edwards, “States of Emergency: Reggae Representations of the Jamaican Nation State,” 
Social and Economic Studies 47, no. 1 (March 1, 1998): 25. 
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intentionally lost by political powers. According to this narrative, “imperialism and colonialism 

survive in the class/color stratification, and in the dispossession and exploitation of the poor.”4 

This, as will be noted below, is a core message of reggae, often communicated through the 

biblical rhetoric of Rastafari. 

 
Race and Class in Jamaica 

Attempts to describe the boundaries present in Jamaican society have taken two primary 

directions. One is identification according to race, while the other has divided society into 

classes. One historian has described the relationship among race, class, and political power as 

one marked by posturing and preservation:  

For the upper and middle classes [the British Crown] represented protection and the 
preservation of privilege. For the working class it meant persistent poverty. The chief 
dividing factor was race, but Euro-Jamaica masked this fact with a ritual of pretence. 
There was a carefully preserved picture of a multiracial society . . . Jamaica’s nationhood, 
then, did not grow out of memories of an earlier tribal unity. Its social heritage reflects its 
history of racial and colour discrimination.5  
 

It is clear that race and class are intimately connected, and it is helpful to consider how the 

former has provided a structural basis for the latter. 

M. G. Smith’s pluralist theory, published in 1965, named three distinct sections of 

Caribbean society, which he called white, brown, and black.6 Membership in a section was not 

determined by racial appearance or genealogy, but on what Smith called “associational color,” or 

the extent to which an individual’s behavior conformed to the norms of a group’s cultural 

                                                        

4. Edwards, “States of Emergency,” 27. 

5. Sherlock and Bennett, The Story of the Jamaican People, 389-390. 

6. M. G. Smith, The Plural Society in the British West Indies (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1965). 
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tradition. Differences among the white, brown, and black sections included institutions of 

religion, property, and kinship, as well as norms and values. 

Other sociologists have defined Jamaican social divisions according to socioeconomic 

class. Jamaica’s class structure in the twentieth century reflected its history as a colonial 

plantation society, they assert, and society was characterized by inequality and a large 

impoverished population. It is important to note that Jamaica’s independence was granted rather 

than won, and it was negotiated by upper- and middle-class members of society. Just after its 

independence, Jamaica had the world’s highest level of socioeconomic inequality.7 About ten 

percent of the population received almost half the national income.8 

Political sociologist Carl Stone’s 1976 formulation of Jamaican class structure named 

three main categories: upper and upper middle classes, lower middle class, and lower class.9 The 

upper and upper middle classes, which constituted about one percent of Jamaica’s total 

population, included owners and managers of large and medium privately-owned enterprises, top 

bureaucrats and technologists, independent professionals, politicians, and clergy. The lower 

middle class, approximately twenty percent of the population, included independent property 

owners and small business owners, semiprofessionals, technicians, white-collar workers, and 

skilled workers. The large lower class, seventy-nine percent of Jamaica’s population, was mainly 

made of small farmers and contractors, low-wage manual workers, and chronically unemployed 

persons. 
                                                        

7. Anita M. Waters, Race, Class, and Political Symbols: Rastafari and Reggae in Jamaican 
Politics (New Brunswick, USA: Transaction Books, 1985), 9. 

8. Waters, Race, Class, and Political Symbols, 26. 

9. Carl Stone, “Class and the Institutionalization of Two-Party Politics in Jamaica,” Journal of 
Commonwealth and Comparative Politics 14 (July 1976): 177-196. This brief description reflects Waters’ 
use of Stone’s work in Race, Class, and Political Symbols, 26-29. 
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Each class category was significant in political contests. The upper and upper middle 

classes provided financial contributions to political parties and controlled dissemination of 

information to the middle class. For example, Kingston’s dominant news publication, the 

Gleaner, was owned and managed by members of the upper class. The lower middle class, the 

primary consumers of media information, participated in politics by running for office, staffing 

campaigns, and providing small individual contributions to parties. The sheer number of votes 

held by the lower class made it crucial to politics. In addition, some members of the chronically 

unemployed were given weapons, and sometimes salaries, by politicians in return for their 

service as soldiers in political street battles in the ghetto. 

 
Rastafari and Politics 

British colonizers were hesitant to promote Christianity among their slaves for economic 

reasons: if a slave became a Christian, the overseer could no longer consider him or her a slave. 

Thus African religions remained prominent among slaves in Jamaica until relatively late in the 

colony’s history. Moravian, Methodist, Baptist, and Presbyterian missionaries introduced 

Christianity to Jamaican slaves during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries but, rather than 

conversion, this mostly resulted in syncretism of Christianity with African religious traditions 

during the mid-eighteenth century. Pentecostals, and later evangelicals, began to proselytize in 

Jamaica during the twentieth century. 

Attention to biblical references to Ethiopia, commonly referred to as “Ethiopianism,” has 

been characteristic of the syncretic religions in Jamaica. It received considerable attention in the 

teachings of Marcus Garvey, an influential Jamaican political leader and proponent of Black 

Nationalism and Pan-Africanism movements. Ethiopianism was taken even more seriously from 

the 1930s on by adherents to Rastafari. 
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On November 2, 1930, Ras Tafari, great-grandson of King Saheka Selassie of Shoa, was 

crowned Negus (King) of Ethiopia in St. George’s Cathedral. “Ras” is an Aramaic title 

equivalent to the English “Duke,” and “Tafari” is the king’s family name. He took the name 

Haile Selassie (Aramaic for “Power of the Trinity”) and other titles, including King of Kings and 

the Lion of Judah. Some followers of Garvey believed this to be a revelation from God that 

Selassie was their redeemer, and a small, faithful group of followers emerged in the slums of 

West Kingston.  

From its beginning, Rastafari has held several core tenants; the most important is belief in 

the divinity of Haile Selassie. Rastafarians also believe that the Bible is the history of the African 

race, stolen by Europeans during the period of enslavement, and mistranslated in effort to 

deceive their slaves. Finally, the Old Testament history of the Israelite captivity in Babylon is 

interpreted by Rastafarians as prophecy of the era of African slavery and continuing black 

poverty in the West. Important symbols of Rastafarians include their long dreadlocks, the 

national Ethiopian colors of red, gold, and green, the lion featured on the Ethiopian flag, a strict 

vegetarian diet inspired by the dietary laws in the Bible, and use of marijuana. 

Between 1933 and 1941 the Rastafarians grew in numbers despite harassment and 

hardship. They developed their communal style of living at a settlement about twenty miles from 

Kingston during the 1940s and 1950s. Following a 1954 raid of the Rastafari commune, 

however, many of the followers relocated to a slum in western Kingston. Confrontation with 

society was their predominant practice during the 1950s, but the 1960 Nettleford-Smith-Augier 

Report on the Rastafari Movement in Kingston, which examined Rastafari doctrines and conduct, 

proved to be a turning point for its followers. The report showed that most Rastafarian brethren 

were peaceful citizens, and also noted the social gaps in Jamaican society that were caused by 
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the colonial system of education.10 The report ushered in a new phase of the Rastafari movement 

in which it became a transforming cultural force.  

At the time of Jamaican independence, the vast majority of Rastafarians were members of 

the lower class population, were chronically unemployed, and were Black rather than Brown or 

White.11 White Jamaicans began to be accepted into some Rastafarian groups during the 1970s. 

Relative to the Jamaican population, Rastafarians were a small group, but their cultural influence 

far surpassed their numbers. They worked to point out the means by which the Jamaican social 

system ensured that the poor became poorer and the rich grew more prosperous. Their efforts 

proved to be somewhat successful, especially where they intersected with politics: “The Rastas’ 

challenge to the social order paved the way for a political philosophy that aimed to loosen the 

bonds of a rigid racial hierarchy and a severely unequal economic structure, and hence made an 

undeniable contribution to the priorities of government in the 1970s.”12 It is true that Rastafari 

influenced the social priorities of politicians and their campaigns during the decade, at least on a 

surface level. 

Religion and politics have often intersected in Jamaican history. Examples of this include 

an 1831 slave rebellion led by Baptist leader Samuel Sharpe, the 1865 Morant Bay Rebellion led 

by religious and political leader Paul Bogle, and the active role of evangelical preachers in the 

1980 political election. While members of the brown section of Jamaican society inherited power 

from their colonial masters, the electoral majority during the mid- to late-twentieth century was 

black. Thus the inherent challenge for brown political parties was to overcome the animosity 

                                                        

10. Sherlock and Bennett, The Story of the Jamaican People, 395-398. 

11. Waters, Race, Class, and Political Symbols, 50. 

12. Waters, Race, Class, and Political Symbols, 311 
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between the brown and black sections. Additionally, the largest proportion of the electorate was 

lower class, but most politicians were middle class. Both the racial and class barriers could be 

broken by linking Rastafarians with the majority racial group, blacks, and the majority 

socioeconomic group, the lower class.  

 
Twentieth-Century Jamaican Politics 

Jamaican political parties frequently used Rastafarian symbols and reggae music in their 

electoral propaganda, beginning in 1972. The story of political confrontation reaches back much 

further, however. In response to widespread unemployment, low pay, and poor working 

conditions, uprisings among the lower class began to take place during May and June of 1938. 

These uprisings brought forward the founders of the two Jamaican political parties. Alexander 

Bustamante championed the workers’ cause and organized a labor union called the Bustamante 

Industrial Trade Union (BITU). Norman Manley, a distant cousin of Bustamante’s, was more 

interested in the causes of suffrage and self-government than in the labor movement itself, and he 

founded the People’s National Party (PNP) in the same year that Bustamante formed the BITU. 

Initially the two men acted as allies, but differences arose between Bustamante’s autocratic 

leadership and Manley’s socialist intellectualism. In 1943 Bustamante formed the Jamaica 

Labour Party (JLP), which was hardly more than a politicized trade union in its early years. 

Bustamante, an independent property owner, dominated the leadership of the JLP until 

1965. Wealthy, but known to be uneducated, he presented himself as a representative of the 

common people. This orientation was represented by the party’s original election symbol, a 

hand, and its earliest party songs were adapted from digging songs and revivalist hymns. The 

BITU, and subsequently the JLP, won the support of both the poorest and the wealthiest sectors 

in the early days of universal suffrage.  
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Manley, a Rhodes scholar and lawyer, dominated the early PNP leadership. He attracted 

the intelligentsia, and the PNP was widely identified as a party of intellectuals, symbolized by a 

head. Manley won the support of voters between the poorest and wealthiest sectors, especially 

the urban working class; the upper class feared his socialist agenda. The leaderships of both the 

JLP and PNP were predominantly brown members of the middle class. The PNP used the JLP’s 

“small-man” image against it, just as the JLP used the PNP’s educational status against it. 

The first election under universal suffrage was held in 1944, and the electorate had 

increased tenfold. The JLP won the majority of seats in 1944 and again in 1949. In a pattern 

unbroken from 1944 through 1997, each party won two terms in office followed by two terms in 

opposition. Although the PNP government formed the 1961 agreement with the British 

government to become independent the following year, the JLP was elected to the majority in 

April 1962, and Bustamante led the nation in its formal political independence four months later. 

The PNP leadership passed from Norman Manley to his son Michael Manley in 1969. 

Electoral campaigns intensified throughout the 1970s. The PNP won the majority of seats 

in both 1972 and 1976. The 1980 election was the most polarized of all up to its time, and it was 

characterized by the intense violence that preceded it. 750 people were killed between February 

1980, when the election was announced, and when it was held in October. Due to the bloodshed, 

fewer mass meetings were sponsored as the campaigns progressed. 

The JLP began its election campaign in earnest in the spring of 1978, when it agreed to 

back Edward Seaga as its sole candidate. Seaga, a record producer who played a significant role 

in developing the Jamaican music industry, was nominated to Parliament by Bustamante in 1959, 

and gained popularity in the 1960s when he inaugurated a national festival to celebrate Jamaica’s 



12 

independence.13 The Gleaner favored the JLP, and the party’s theme in newspaper 

advertisements was “Equal Rights and Justice,” implying that it was the supporter of human 

rights in the country while the PNP opposed rights to some degree. The JLP blamed Jamaica’s 

economic trouble on mismanagement of government, saying the PNP’s policies had caused the 

poor more suffering, and claimed that it would work to benefit all classes. 

The PNP had lost significant support among the middle and upper classes before 1976. It 

was known as the party of the lower class, though it worked to regain the support of the upper 

and middle classes. As the government power, the PNP controlled the radio and television 

stations, but failed to use these as effectively as the JLP promoted itself through media. The PNP 

blamed the country’s problems on the world economic crisis, particularly the Organization of the 

Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). The JLP 

mocked programs begun by the PNP during its time in power to benefit lower-class blacks. Each 

party portrayed the other as anti-democratic; the JLP accused its opponent of communism, while 

the PNP called the JLP fascists. Each party also presented itself as consistent with the ideas of 

Marcus Garvey. 

As Jamaica struggled to develop after its independence, it not only had to deal with 

internal turmoil, but with “the neocolonial boot of U.S. imperialism.”14 Although Michael 

Manley did not promote the sort of armed struggle that succeeded among Cuban revolutionaries, 

his movement toward socialism marked him as an enemy of capitalist powers. There are several 

additional reasons that the United States targeted Jamaica’s government and economy: Manley’s 

                                                        

13. Stuart Borthwick, Popular Music Genres: An Introduction (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 2004), 106. 

14. Pat Chin, “Cheddi Jagan, Michael Manley and the history of U.S. Intervention in the 
Caribbean,” Worker’s World (3 April 1997). http://www.hartford-hwp.com/archives/43/034.html. 
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government raised royalties on the export of bauxite, which affected the aluminum industry, it 

supported Puerto Rico’s independence from the United States as well as other liberation 

movements, and Jamaica’s relations with Cuba drew closer during Manley’s time in office. 

Certain members of the United States press endorsed Seaga’s accusations that the PNP was 

moving toward communism.15 Manley himself described how the United States “put the squeeze 

on the economy.” The PNP suggested that the JLP cooperated with the Central Intelligence 

Agency (CIA) to bring weapons into Jamaica, and it is even rumored that CIA operations in 

Jamaica resulted in the deaths of over 750 people.16 

Political violence has characterized preelection periods in Jamaica since universal 

suffrage began. The violence frequently included intimidation of opposing parties’ supporters 

and disruption of political meetings. More citizens were involved as time progressed, and 

eventually many members of the lower class, even entire gangs, were employed by the parties to 

help “protect” their supporters. One author has noted, “It is difficult to reconcile the presence and 

power of street gangs organized along party lines, armed with sophisticated weapons, and adept 

in the arts of intimidation with the view expressed by U.S. Vice President Bush that Jamaica is 

blessed ‘with a thriving democracy that serves as an inspiration to all in the Caribbean.’”17 

Known to the Jamaicans as “tribal war,” the violence initially was limited to western Kingston, 

but spread through slum areas during the late 1960s, and even perpetrated rural areas and upper 

class neighborhoods by the 1976 and 1980 election periods.18 

                                                        

15. Waters, Race, Class, and Political Symbols, 211. 

16. Chin, “Cheddi Jagan, Michael Manley and the history of U.S. Intervention in the Caribbean.” 

17. Waters, Race, Class, and Political Symbols, 310. 

18. Waters, Race, Class, and Political Symbols, 58. 
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One particularly ruthless event is illustrative of the intensity of Jamaica’s political 

violence. In January 5, 1978, special forces of the PNP government lured fourteen members of a 

JLP-supporting gang to an ambush at the Green Bay Firing Range. Upon arriving at the military 

base, a prearranged military squad fired on the men, who had been promised guns and jobs if 

they cooperated. Five were killed and the rest escaped. The incident came to be known as the 

Green Bay Massacre, and although the government denied any knowledge of the covert action, it 

sparked harsh criticism of the PNP by Rastafarian circles.  

 
Reggae Music 

The interaction among race, class, politics, and religion is exemplified in the 

development and use of reggae music in Jamaica. Although the genre of reggae is still young, it 

has a fascinating history that brings together the complexities of intercultural relations, social 

protest, political (or apolitical) stances, and religion. Michael “Ibo” Cooper, founding member of 

the reggae band Third World and lecturer at the Edna Manley College of the Visual and 

Performing Arts, explains that the cultural memory of slaves in Jamaica provides an essential 

basis for its cultural identity and its music: “The popular music of Jamaica is essential because it 

has been a sort of system of survival. It has been very controversial . . . because it has been at the 

center of the people’s soul.”19 Reggae is both a global music form, characteristic of postcolonial 

musical developments, and a local musical form, with its major shifts originating in Jamaican 

culture. It draws from African and European influences, bringing rhythmic and “counter-

ideological aesthetic” from Africa together with Western vocal styles, lyrical content, and 

                                                        

19. Michael “Ibo” Cooper, “Popular Music of Jamaica” (lecture, Edna Manley College of the 
Visual and Performing Arts, Kingston, Jamaica, May 20, 2014). 
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melodic and harmonic structures.20 Precursors of reggae include Jamaican folk music, jazz, and 

African-American rhythm and blues. 

In the 1950s, Jamaican musicians adapted rhythm and blues by adding a rhythmic guitar 

strum to the afterbeat, similar to the function of the banjo in the Jamaican folk style of mento. 

Ska began to develop in the late 1950s and early 1960s from Jamaican rhythm and blues. It was 

characterized by a faster tempo, use of brass instruments, and emphasis on the second and fourth 

beats. Ska lyrics celebrated Jamaican independence, but also employed a good amount of 

innuendo and ribaldry. Later in the 1960s, ska musicians began to show the influence of black 

nationalism and rebellious youth culture. Lyrics reflected the civil disobedience and political 

protests of the decade, and such political themes later dominated reggae music. 

A short-lived musical form known as rocksteady followed ska. It used the electric bass as 

a lead instrument and replaced the horns with guitars and electric organs. Whereas ska was felt in 

double meter, rocksteady returned to common meter, but placed a kick drum on the third beat 

and syncopated the other instruments on the afterbeat. A more soulful vocal, often sung by trios, 

was added to the music, and the distinctive “chikka-chikka” guitar rhythm came about with the 

arrival of delay and echo effects. These adaptations led to reggae. 

The spread of Rastafari and the changing nature of socioeconomic and political powers in 

Jamaican culture provided the context of reggae music. Rastafarians drew a metaphor between 

the oppressive regime of the state and the biblical idea of Babylon, where God’s chosen people 

lived under similar suffering. The interests of reggae musicians expanded from Ethiopia to the 

entire continent of Africa, and those who toured Africa were met with enthusiasm. Many of the 

                                                        

20. Borthwick, Popular Music Genres, 98. 
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visual symbols of reggae represented influences of Rastafari. Dreadlocks, for instance, were a 

visual statement of refusal to conform to societal norms. 

The reggae style found in the 1973 release of Bob Marley and The Wailers’ Catch a Fire 

represented the “roots and culture reggae” that came to dominate early Jamaican reggae and, 

eventually, the international reggae scene. The recurring ideas within this category of reggae 

“challenge certain mainstream concepts propagated by postcolonial elites about the postcolonial 

nation state, and they pose interesting questions about the claims of nationality, citizenship, and 

community.”21 In Jamaica, roots reggae critiqued the unresolved questions of race, class, color, 

slavery, colonialism, and imperialism. Marley himself began championing the situation of 

Jamaica’s slum-dwelling lower class. 

Social studies curriculum produced by the Jamaican government in the 1960s taught 

young people that national identity had little to do with race. Jamaican society, it asserted, was 

multiracial and harmonious.22 This directly conflicted with the ideas of Marcus Garvey and the 

Rastafari movement. Reggae songs in the 1970s insisted that the oppression of colonialism had 

not ended, but continued in new forms.23 They aimed discussion of historical events, such as the 

Atlantic slave trade, the Morant Bay Rebellion, and the Green Bay Massacre, at their 

contemporary situation. In an intermingling of Rastafari and social protest, reggae returned the 

issue of race to discussions of national identity, and it sought to redefine citizenship based on 

race and class. 

                                                        

21. Edwards, “States of Emergency,” 22. 

22. Edwards, “States of Emergency,” 24. 

23. See, for example, Bob Marley and The Wailers, “400 Years.” 
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Exile and longing for return was another salient theme in roots reggae music. It was 

understood both as a challenge to the postcolonial idea of national citizenship and as a goal of 

self-emancipation from mental servitude. This is especially notable in Marley’s lyrics. The theme 

is extensive in his album Exodus, but it was also present in earlier and later recordings. For 

instance, in the song “Lively Up Yourself,” he encouraged listeners to “forget your troubles and 

dance.”24  

Although themes of colonialism, imperialism, race, and exile were not part of the 

Jamaican cultural identity promoted by the upper and middle classes, they were important to 

lower class culture. Ethnomusicologist Martin Stokes describes, “Just as musical performance 

enacts and embodies dominant communal values, it can also enact in a powerful, affective way, 

rival principles of social organization.”25 This is how roots reggae functioned early on. However, 

Stokes goes on to note that expropriation of popular music by political powers is not an unusual 

phenomenon: “Control of media systems provides the state with the means by which this might 

be countered. Musical styles can be made emblematic of national identities in complex and often 

contradictory ways.”26 Despite reggae’s critique of the social situation, popular reggae songs 

were frequently requisitioned for use in political campaigns.  

As early as the 1972 election, Michael Manley recast the PNP as the party of the 

underprivileged masses by drawing slogans from popular reggae songs.27 The JLP’s program for 

the 1976 election, which was titled “nationalism,” employed reggae music as a symbol of 
                                                        

24. Bob Marley and The Wailers, “Lively Up Yourself.” 

25. Martin Stokes, Ethnicity, Identity, and Music; The Musical Construction of Place, ed. Martin 
Stokes (London; New York: Berg, 1994), 13. 

26. Ibid. 

27. Borthwick, Popular Music Genres, 105. 
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national identity.28 Although the significance of Rastafarian symbols in political campaigns 

began to wane by the 1980 election, the use of reggae music to support politics increased. Both 

parties used reggae to draw members of the lower class to mass meetings.  

Even those reggae musicians who did not endorse a political party were not safe from the 

violence that marked the campaigns. The PNP government planned a December 1976 concert, 

called “Smile Jamaica,” with Bob Marley as the headlining act. The free concert was held near 

downtown Kingston and made accessible to the urban lower class. Because he agreed to play the 

concert, JLP groups claimed that Marley supported Manley. Two days before the concert, 

unknown gunmen, assumed to be linked to the JLP, fired on Marley and his band at his home. 

Despite being wounded in the arm and chest, the reggae star went ahead with the performance 

two days later. He left Jamaica after the concert and exiled himself to London for eighteen 

months. Marley did not return to Jamaica until he was convinced to headline another large 

concert, planned for April 1978. This one was not organized by either political party, and its goal 

was a celebration of peace. 

 
The One Love Peace Concert 

After one of many imprisonments, PNP-supported gang leader Bucky Marshall was 

released on January 9, 1978, four days after the Green Bay Massacre. He had shared a cell with 

some JLP thugs, and they talked about the bitter rivalry between them. Hours after his release, 

Marshall contacted Claudie Massop, the head of the JLP-supported Phoenix Gang. They held an 

all-night candlelight vigil in the streets of West Kingston, and declared a truce at daybreak.29 
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During January and February Marshall and Massop planned a concert in the hope of bringing 

peace to the city. Music was a crucial part of the cultural identity among the lower class in 

Kingston, and they sought to use it as a unifying medium. This notion is supported by Stokes, 

who writes, “Music is socially meaningful not entirely but largely because it provides means by 

which people recognize identities and places, and the boundaries which separate them.”30 Reggae 

music served as a common identity among the underprivileged masses in Kingston, and a reggae 

concert had the potential to remove the boundaries that separated rival gangs. 

Since the One Love Concert, historians have named several goals that the organizers had 

in mind. The consensus is that the overall aim was to promote peace among the people of 

Kingston. Some have noted that “the hope was that the concert might save the country from civil 

war and/or a military coup in the aftermath of the Green Bay Massacre.”31 The organizers also 

planned for the proceeds of the concert to go toward sanitary facilities and housing in West 

Kingston neighborhoods controlled by the rival parties. A third goal, particularly popular among 

Rastafarians, may have been to celebrate the twelfth anniversary of Haile Selassie’s visit to 

Jamaica. 

Some sources assert that the concert was, for Marley, a means for bringing Manley, 

Seaga, and the populace into a spiritual connection. One informant, close to Marley, reported, 

“The vision that Bob had for this was amazing. Bob was reading very much about what His 

Majesty [Selassie] was saying at the time, and one of the things we were looking at is that a 

country would not progress materially if it’s not progressing equally spiritually. And that was 
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what we were aiming to do.”32 Both Peter Tosh and Bunny Wailer who, along with Marley, were 

the original members of the reggae band The Wailers, were also asked to play at the concert. 

Bunny Wailer declined the offer. When invited by Massop, Tosh asked what type of concert it 

would be. When told it would be a peace concert, he reportedly replied, “Claudie, the only peace 

you’re gonna get in the country is six by six . . . Six foot six [the dimensions of a grave] is called 

rest in peace.”33 It is interesting to note the varied philosophies of Marley, Wailer, and Tosh: “In 

their responses to the ‘Peace Concert,’ the original Wailers posited three competing approaches 

to making your mark on the world: Marley advocated peace; Tosh ridiculed the notion at a time 

when there was a war going on; and Bunny Wailer stayed at home.”34 Nevertheless, the concert 

planners arranged an impressive lineup of reggae musicians. 

The concert was held on Saturday, April 22, 1978 at the National Stadium, a venue that 

had a history of accommodating national events of great size. Concert planners organized buses 

to transport people from communities in Kingston to the concert, and tickets were moderately 

priced: five dollars for the “Togetherness” section, eight dollars for the “Love” section, and ten 

dollars for the “Peace” area in front of the stage.35 Approximately 25,000 people attended the 

concert.36 Police and soldiers encircled the arena for security, and allowed no bottles, oranges, or 

other potential missiles. Rastafarians were a prominent part of the audience, and they smoked 
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marijuana freely in front of the police and the minister of national security. Considering the 

situation, the concert was a remarkably easygoing event; the politicians and security forces 

refused to be angered by the provocative behavior of audience members and performers. 

The entire event last nine hours, and was “the longest and most political reggae concert 

ever staged.”37 Asfa Wossen, the crown prince of Ethiopia, opened the concert at five in the 

afternoon with a speech that praised the effort to restore peace in Jamaica. The event was divided 

into two acts, with the first half featuring newer reggae talent and the second devoted to more 

established artists. Notable performances in the first half included those by Dillinger, The 

Mighty Diamonds, Culture, and Dennis Brown. The songs of many of these artists featured 

themes typical to reggae. Several focused on peace. “Stop the Fussing and Fighting” written by 

Dennis Brown, but performed by Culture, urged the audience to unite: 

I say unity is the foundation of survival. 
Got to make your love come shining through. 
Stop your fussing and your fighting brothers. 
Now is the time for uniting sisters.38 
 

Brown himself sang about the sovereignty of truth over other cultural powers: 

The truth is a fact and we all know that 
So there’s no need to build no strife 
While there is life, against your brothers 
Or your sisters, or your enemies.39 

 
With few exceptions, the message of peace continued through most of the evening. 
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The second half of the concert began with Jacob Miller and Inner Circle. Manley and 

Seaga took their seats during his performance. At one point, Miller leaped off the stage with a 

large marijuana spliff, offered it to a police officer in front of the prime minister, took the 

officer’s hat, and returned to the stage to continue his song. Miller brought the heads of the rival 

gangs onstage for his most recent hit “Peace Treaty Special,” when he added lyrics about Massop 

to the tune of “The Streets of Laredo” and sang “The peace treaty is going on, hurrah” to the tune 

of “Johnny Comes Marching Home.”40  

Although Tosh was a former member of Marley’s band, he had been the prominent voice 

of reggae in Marley’s absence, and decided to perform with his own group at the concert. Tosh, 

too, smoked a spliff onstage, but unlike the other artists, Tosh seemed militant in his 

performance, taunting and berating Manley and Seaga for their refusal to legalize marijuana. His 

set lasted sixty-six minutes, and he spent nearly half of that time denouncing the political and 

economic problems that plagued Jamaica. The subject of Tosh’s lecturing was not peace, but 

justice through reform of the socioeconomic system and the politics that supported it: 

Those things [laws], understand this man, are things that Columbus and those guys that 
were the lawmakers in those times set up to keep the underprivileged underprivileged, 
understand. Because learn this man, in this society there are three classes of people. You 
have the upper middle class, you have the middle middle class, and the lower middle 
class. You and I who are the poor, underprivileged and the sufferer in the ghetto happen 
to be in the lower middle class . . . You and I must set up this country here and eliminate 
all those “shitstems” so that black poor people don’t live in confusion, because hungry 
people are angry people. I am not a politician but I suffer the consequences, understand.41 
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Tosh’s music supported his sermon of justice before peace. His song “Equal Rights” made his 

demand clear: He did not desire peace; he wanted equal rights and justice.42 

Marley was the headline act of the One Love concert. His set was in sharp contrast with 

Tosh’s performance. With his songs, Marley returned to the themes of peace and unity, which 

aligned with the overall thrust of his musical output. Marley’s status as the most popular reggae 

artist in Jamaica, and most widely known throughout the world, was uncontested at the time. 

Despite his fame, Marley never lost sight of the central subject of his art: those who suffered in 

Trenchtown, West Kingston, and around the world. “His life story has many of this century’s 

most characteristic and horrific leitmotifs,” one journalist wrote, “the New World Order’s rape of 

the planet’s organic and spiritual resources; the obscenity of plenty and poverty living cheek to 

jowl under the gun; naked force opposed by visionary religion and deep cultural magic.”43 

Because he consistently championed justice and advocated an end to postcolonial exploitation of 

the lower class, he was viewed as both a popular musician and a revolutionary ally by Third 

World peoples involved in liberation struggles. 

It was not only the themes of Marley’s songs that left an impression upon his audience. 

His musical leadership has often been likened to that of a priest in a religious ceremony. His very 

appearance entranced those who watched him perform:  

The music unwinds from the first note like an impossibly sinuous Slinky, the groove 
steady, one song shading into the next without pause or change of key. Marley is a blur of 
motion, bobbing, weaving, dreadlocks flying, never seeming to quite touch the stage. It’s 
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as if the thick clouds of smoke and the rapt concentration of the mostly Jamaican 
audience are somehow buoying him up; he’s hovering. No matter how much I squint and 
stare, his feet seem to be floating a few inches above the boards.44  
 

Marley viewed himself as more than a performer; he was not interested in merely entertaining 

the masses. “It’s something really serious, is not entertainment,” Marley famously said of his 

music. “You entertain people who are satisfied. Hungry people can’t be entertained—or people 

who are afraid. You can’t entertain a man who has no food.” This view bears witness to the 

notion that Marley’s concerts, especially the One Love Concert, were planned with specific 

agendas in mind. 

Marley had returned to Jamaica on February 26, 1978. Approximately 2,000 people met 

his plane at the airport, breaking through police barricades and streaming across the tarmac.45 

Marley’s album Kaya, which featured songs about love and peace, was released on March 23. 

Although the release date roughly coincided with the One Love Concert, his performance did not 

include any of the songs on the Kaya album. Instead, the set list featured three pieces from the 

1977 album Exodus, recorded during Marley’s exile in London. It also included three songs 

recorded in 1976 as well as three of his earlier pieces. 

As the final act of the One Love Concert, Marley took the stage around 12:30 in the 

morning. He opened with “Lion of Judah,” proclaiming the greatness of Jah, the Rastafari name 

of God, before moving into “Natural Mystic.” This shift retained the spiritual content of the set 

while alluding to the issue at hand: 

There's a natural mystic blowing through the air, 
If you listen carefully now you will hear. 
This could be the first trumpet, might as well be the last. 
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Many more will have to suffer, 
Many more will have to die, don’t ask me why.46 
 

“Trenchtown Rock” immediately alleviated the sting of the message Marley had just delivered, 

reminding the audience that “One good thing about music, when it hits you, you feel no pain.”47 

In a sense, Marley was filling a shamanic role for those present. He brought together the reality 

of their physical suffering, along with those responsible for it, with the spirituality of Rastafari 

and the music it inspired. One attendee described the deep spirituality of Marley’s performance: 

Among the many very special moments of that concert was one that happened during 
Marley’s ‘Natty Dread.’ For a brief period, he stopped singing, as if too filled with the 
spirit to utter words. Instead, he dramatically mimed the entire stanza and chorus, as if in 
deep trance, his characteristically outstreachecd hand showered the audience with 
invisible rays of energy, then pointing here and there, his eyes closed, his head shaking, 
his body possessed with spirit and the music.48  
 

The next song hinted at a solution to the trouble: “If you get down and you quarrel every day, 

you’re saying prayers to the devils, I say. / Why not help one another on the way? Make it much 

easier.”49 With this, his music began to address the social situation more directly. 

Marley’s song “War” declared a universal state of emergency that would continue until 

the basic human rights were guaranteed to all people. Its lyrics were almost literally adopted 

from a speech made by Haile Selassie before the United Nations General Assembly in 1963. It 

laid out demands to the politicians, declaring that until basic human rights were met, war would 

continue.50 The climax of his set—and of the entire concert—occurred during his performance of 
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“Jammin,” a song that touched on the themes of violence, exploitation, and unification.51 As 

lightning lit up the sky around him, Marley called both Manley and Seaga to the stage, “to show 

the people that you love them right, to show the people that you gonna unite, show the people 

that everything is all right.”52 They reluctantly joined him, Seaga assisted by Massop and Manley 

flanked by top ranking PNP hit men. As they stood on either side of him, Marley danced for a 

moment. He then took each of their hands and, in a spontaneous symbolic gesture of unity, 

brought them together above his head while chanting, “Jah, Rastafari.” The band then performed 

the concert’s title song, “One Love,” and concluded with “Jah Live,” a celebratory benediction. 

 
Impact of the One Love Concert 

The One Love Peace Concert was well organized, it brought together multiple social 

classes and political opponents, its performances emphasized both human rights and peace, and it 

was crowned by a powerful musical set full of ritual expressiveness and symbolic gesture. 

Planners and attendees alike had high hopes for a positive effect during the following months. 

However, four weeks after the One Love Concert, the Gleaner reported that $4,000 of the 

$40,000 collected was missing. Members of the Central Peace Council (CPC) counted the funds 

collected at the concert and deposited them the night after the event. The bank, however, 

reported to them that their counting was inaccurate, and the deposit amount was $36,000.53 A 

subsequent report by the CPC noted that the signatures of persons authorized to withdraw funds 

had been forged. The collected money was used to fund clean up and self-help projects in ghetto 
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areas, particularly in Denham Town. A year after the concert, the Gleaner reported, “The surface 

of the problems, however, had barely been scratched, as many areas and individuals remained 

unfed, unclothed, and uncomforted.”54 The CPC fell apart due to poor communication among 

members, divergent views and dissolution of original values, and the debacle of the missing 

funds. 

One unexpected result of the One Love Concert was that Mick Jagger, who was in the 

audience, gave Tosh a contract with Rolling Stones Records. Tosh was the opening act for the 

Stones during a six-week tour in June and July 1978. The benefits he experienced in America 

were contrasted by the consequences he received in Jamaica, however. On September 19, at 7:30 

in the morning, Tosh was stopped by Kingston police officers as he left a dancehall with a 

lighted spliff. He was loaded into a police car, taken to the station, and locked in a cell with 

several plain-clothes policemen. He suffered a broken arm, lacerations to the head, and a 

severely bruised right foot.55 

Nine months after the concert, police stopped the taxi in which Claudie Massop was 

riding with two other JLP stalwarts in West-Central Kingston. According to reports, “The police 

ordered them out and searched the car and then the men (Massop was carrying a .38 pistol). 

While the three men held their hands up, the officer in charge shouted, ‘Kill!’ After the 

execution, a police motorcade rode into town and circled around the offices of the Ministry of 

Security, the policemen blowing their horns and laughing derisively.”56 Bucky Marshall was shot 
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to death in May 1980 at a Saturday night reggae dance in Brooklyn, New York.57 Some have 

suggested that both political parties had an interest in breaking the truce established by the gang 

leaders; the truce had a potential to unify the lower class, where as a divided lower class was 

more susceptible to political manipulation. 

Bob Marley’s funeral in the spring of 1981 was one of the few events attended by both 

Manley and Seaga, and the second time they were united by Marley. In February of that year, 

when it became clear that Marley was dying of cancer, Seaga had awarded him the Jamaican 

Order of Merit, the nation’s third highest honor. The newly elected JLP government arranged his 

funeral at taxpayer expense. It was held at the National Arena, which was decorated with 

Rastafarian visuals, and attendance was greater than at any previous state funeral, including 

those of Bustamante and Norman Manley. Michael Manley, the governor general and leader of 

the opposition party, read the lessons for the funeral, and Seaga gave the eulogy, concluding that 

Marley “bequeathed to us the message of his life: that with hard work and self-discipline, there is 

an open road to success . . . May his soul rejoice in the embrace of Jah! Ras Tafari!”58 The One 

Love Concert had been an opportunity for Marley to bring together music, religion, and culture 

to promote peace in politics. Marley’s funeral proved to be an opportunity for the politician in 

power to use music, religion, and politics to promote his socioeconomic philosophy. 

 
Conclusion: Music and Social Power 

The One Love Concert was largely unsuccessful in achieving its aim of ending systemic 

violence by uniting political adversaries. Violence continued, even claiming the lives of the 
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concert’s organizers. The announcement of the 1980 election, less than two years after the 

concert, led to an increase in brutality among supporters of the two political parties. 

There are several reasons that the concert failed to impact the situation in Kingston. First, 

reggae, along with other symbols of Rastafari, had already been used to serve political purposes; 

it was no longer a neutral means of cultural identification. Second, unification of the lower class 

ran counter to the agendas of both political parties. In fact, Jamaica’s politics had long resisted 

unity of the populace, particularly the lower classes, and it actively engaged in efforts to keep the 

lower class divided. Finally, both parties were accustomed to conceding to symbols of unity—

such as the gesture among Marley, Seaga, and Manley—without real consequence for their 

ongoing political activity. Overall, however, the One Love Peace Concert failed to quell political 

violence because it addressed the wrong societal power. The primary force that shaped Jamaican 

society was not politics. Political competition was a symptom—albeit a complex one—of the 

deeper power of an economic system that upheld sociocultural boundaries and even defined 

Jamaican cultural identity. 

Jamaica’s history demonstrates the power of economics in shaping the cultural identity of 

its people. The island’s social system was initially established on the basis of economic value of 

groups of people. The many rebellions in the island’s history were revolts among the lower class 

in an effort to affect the poor conditions in which they lived, but these revolts were largely 

unsuccessful in achieving their aims. The two major political parties developed from labor 

unions. These organizations came into being during a time of economic depression that was most 

severe among the lower classes, yet their leaders were of a wealthier class. 

It is interesting to note that, of the artists who presented music at the One Love Concert, 

the only one to directly address broad economic injustice was Peter Tosh. His description of the 
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political “Shitstem” driven by economics was certainly suitable from the perspective of the lower 

class. His performance was also the most controversial, and some claim it precipitated the 

violence committed against him. Whatever the case, in 1983 Tosh wrote a song about the 

experience: 

All who signed that peace treaty, 
Now rest in peace in the cemetery. 
All who signed that peace treaty, 
Is now resting in peace in the cemetery . . .  
And that was the peace treaty  
Them sign inna the city. 
It was the peace treaty, 
But killers have no pity.59 
 

On the whole, it is true that reggae challenged the picture of Jamaican society painted by its 

economic powers. Unfortunately, political leaders realized this early on and reappropriated 

elements of reggae to their popular advantage. Although it reflected the cultural identity of the 

Jamaican lower and middle classes, the popular music genre, only a decade old in 1978, lacked 

the weight needed to alter a 400-year-old system of social injustice based on the power of 

economics. 
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