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Brazilianists such as Hanchard, Skidmore, Tdlles, and Winant have centered much
academic debate around the “lack” of Afro-Brazilian protest in twentieth century Brazil. Yet out
of Brazilian favelas (or shantytowns), a race consciousness movement currently takes shape
through Brazilian hip-hop. Through their sdlective sampling of American hip-hop culture,
Brazilian rappers actively adopt atransnational youth culture, adapting it to locd, Brazilian
redities and disrupting nationa discourses on race. Indeed, | argue that Brazilian hip-hoppers
condtitute an aternative black consciousness movement not merely because they are
margindized youth nor because they Stuate a political race movement within the realm of
popular culture, but rather because of the dternative, and more specificaly, American
influenced, ideology they embrace and espouse.

Brazilian rappers begin by locating their consciousness raising outside of traditiond
politics and indde of leisure activities such as breakdancing, graffiti, and rap music. Of these, rap
music most potently tranamits their message of information, awareness, and protest. In songs
entitled “ The Periphery Continues Bleeding,” “Just Another Wake,” “We cometo Hdll,” ad
“Socid Contragt,” rgppers from Sdo Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, and Brasilia poeticaly expound on
some of Brazil’s grestest socid injustices: lack of opportunity, crime, drugs, violence, police
brutdity, poverty, corruption, and discrimination. They recenter the periphery asasite of
CONSCiOUSNESS raiSing — giiving voice to hundreds of favelas and suburbs which often remain
unnamed on maps and in the Brazilian palitica agenda. MVBIll (MV stlands for Mensageiro de
Verdade or Messenger of Truth) begins his song, “How to Survive in the Favela” with aligt of
favelasin Rio. Thiskind of “naming” comes up often in rgp songs and concerts and discursively
condructs alarger sense of community among the youth of the periphery as well as a sense of
nationd belonging. As MVBIll likesto say, “We are margindized, but we are not margind.”
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Brazilian rgppers emphasize the importance of viewing hip-hop as avehicle for
expressing their own day-to-day redlity. They identify the American rap group Public Enemy as
their primary source of ingpiration, but express strong sentiments againgt the current (what they
think of as commercidized) sate of rap in the United States. MVBIll’'s DJ, DJTR criticizes not
only American rap stars like 2Pac, Notorious B.1.G., and Coolio, but also Brazilian rappers
who take their ingpiration from these “misguided” role-models. As he explains, “[There are
Brazilian rapperg]| transporting themsalvesto Los Angeles and to New Y ork, wanting to be
Africanr American. ... They think they have to drive around in a coal car. They think they have
to drink American beer in a brown paper bag. Say that dl women are prodtitutes. I've met guys
gpacing out like this. And | say, ‘man, it’s like you are taking the hip-hop book, the history of
hip-hop, and reading it upside down. You've got it dl wrong. ... | don't care if GangstaRap is
saying nonsense over there. | am Afro-Brazilian, and | have to fight for my ideds herein Brazil.”
DJTR emphasizes that Brazilian rappers can draw from the rhythms and the structure of
American hip-hop and acknowledge the important role that the U.S. has played in rap’s history,
while a the same time returning rap to its more “pure’ and palitica origins and discussing
Brazilian redities. Thus while he connects himsdf to alarger, globaized hip-hop culture, he
remains grounded in aloca, and specificdly Brazilian, context. And while their views on
American rap are obvioudy controversid, based on limited access to information (especidly
English lyrics), they serve here to explain how Brazilian rappers position themsdves within the
larger hip-hop community.

Whileit isimportant to recognize that Brazilian rgppers criticaly engage with their hip-
hop ancestors and do not import American rap in its entirety, Brazilian hip-hop has been
fundamentaly influenced by American racid ideologies. In actively embracing a discourse on
racid equdity and rights, and in drawing on American sources of racid tenson and activism for
their own public discourse, Brazilian rgppers hit two nationa nerves. Firs, they mark themselves

as“un-Brazilian” in publicly (and aggressively) critiquing racid inequaity. Second, they embrace
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American ideas of racid consciousness, race as biologicaly or blood based, and a black/white
dichotomy.

To illugrae my firg point — that rappers publicly and aggressively address race issues,
| examine lyrics from the group Racionais, The Rationas. Coming out of the periphery of Sdo
Paulo, this group has achieved nationa prominence and sold over haf amillion copies of their
latest CD “Surviving in Hell.”

60% dos jovens de periferia sem antecendencias criminais ja sofreram violencia policiais
a cada 4 pessoas morta pela policia trés sdo negros
na universidade brasileiras gpenas 2% dos aunos so negros

acada 4 horas um jovem negro morre violentamente em SP
aqui quem fdaé Primo Preto mais um sobrevivente

60% of youth in the periphery without crimina records have dready suffered police violence
in every 4 people killed by the police, 3 are black

in Brazilian Universties, only 2% of sudents are black

every 4 hours, ayoung black person dies violently in Séo Paulo

gpesking here is“Primo Preto” Cousin Black, another survivor

Set within a Brazilian context of “racid democracy” where any discusson of race has
higtoricaly been consdered “un-Brazilian,” rappers disrupt the desired silence around issues of
race. Brazilian rap groups often write lyrics which overtly address race consciousness, racid
identity, and racism, popularizing expressons such as “ 4P’ “poder para o povo preto” (“power
for the black people’) and “preto tipo A” (literdly “class A black™). “Preto tipo A” has become
quite common among youth, gaining popularity as Racionais gained additiond exposure after
winning prestigious Brazilian MTV awardsin the summer of 1998. “Preto tipo A” is commonly
defined as ablack who is*“conscious,” “places vaue in being black,” “who fights for hisrights”
and “who deserves respect.” In their song, “ Chapter 4, 3rd verse,” Racionais criticize a“preto
tipo A” who “sold out” and began trying to fit into white culture ... afamiliar theme among
rappers. Inan article“O rap sai do gueto” (“Rap comes out of the ghetto) in the mainstream
magazine, “ Epoca,” the term “preto tipo A” istrandated in aside bar entitled “ The voice of the
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brothers.” It becomes clear that rap has not completely left the “ gueto,” however, asthe
reporters completely misinterpret the term, trandating “preto tipo A” as*aquele que virou
mauricinho” (“that one who turnsinto awhite prep”) — afar cry from the guy who takes pride
in being black. Lending perhaps even more indght into maindream impressions of rap, theline
most often cited to suggest Racionais and Brazilian rap are racist comes from this section of the
song and discusses whiteness — not blackness. The line reads. “Mas comegou a colar com os
branquinhos do shopping; Ai jaerae, mano, outravida, outraclick.” (“But he began to hang
out with the little white guys of the shopping mal. So then that was it, another life, another
cick.”). Thisisalinethat isdso used often by rap fansin their day-to-day life, a catchy phrase
that describesthe “sdlling out” they think too common among their peers.

Thereismuch | could say here about the different reactions to and interpretations of
rgp: from white, middle class youth to black, favela youth to the media, to adults and parents. It
isaso interesting to note that Racionais, as the leading rap group in Brazil, gets criticized both
for talking “only about blacks’ and for this particular line aout whiteness. My main point hereis
to highlight the ways in which rgp goes againg the grain to introduce a more open discussion of
race that reaches beyond the rap fans who buy t-shirts with the phrase “preto tipo A” printed
across the front. Even as white-middle class society (the targeted audience of Globo's weekly
magazine) is misnformed about key rgp expressons and even as cries of “raciam” are
championed, Brazilian rappers promote new discussions of racein Brazil.

In addition to discussing race in “ Un-Brazilian” ways, the Brazilian hip-hop movement
openly challenges dominant discourses on Brazilian race relations. Here | come back to DJTR
whose nickname, “teste de raca,” or “race test or experiment,” references both his black
mother and white father and his lighter skin and African facid features. He likes this nickname as
it actively promotes a discussion of race and the ideology of embranquecimento or whitening.
As he knowledgesbly explains, “ At the turn of the century, Brazilian diplomats attended this

annud convention in Geneva. At this convention, they discussed one topic only : The whitening
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of Brazil. The genocide of the black peoplein Brazil. And one of the dternatives was what we
are participating in: make the people involuntarily contribute to the whitening of Brazil. [And s0]
for them racidly | am white. In theracid system | am awhite citizen because | am the result of
what they want.” Yet DJTR is not quite the result of “what they want,” as he poses adirect
chdlenge to this process through his sdf-identification and opposing views of racia mixture,
Rewriting Brazilian higtory and ideology, he confidently asserts “ Even though my father is white,
| am completely descended from Afro-Brazilians. Whatever race crosses with black, you are
Afro-something.”

Onthefirgt day | met DJTR, | asked what race he identified with. As he responded that
“in hisopinion hewas black,” MV Bill launched into an explanation ending in DJTR’ s defining
moment of racia identification: “You'll see how the racism we suffer hereis different than what
goesonintheUS. Thereit isaraciam of race; hereit isadiscrimination of skin, skin color. The
darker your skin, the greater the discrimination against you. For example, he isthe son of a
black. He has black blood, and in the US, he would be considered black, from what we
understand. Not here. Once we were going to give a concert in Botafogo [awedlthier
neighborhood in Rio]. I'm going to tell this story. Everyone on the busright. In the back of the
bus, just blacks. Black, like my skin color or like Marquinho's— sO negéo [just big black
guys]. We were dl gtting, everyone quiet. Then a police car comes, pulls the bus over, makes
them open the back doors of the bus. He gets on, searches everyone. When the cop went up to
DJTR and said “you're excused,” he said, “Y ou're not going to search me too? | am with
them.” The Military Police officer turned yellow, blue, green, he turned every shade of the
ranbow. He was humiliated, right?” At this point, DJTR jumpsin to add, “1 had been reading
Macolm X at thetime.” MVBIll continues, “He was humiliated, understand? Thisis
discrimination. And if he hadn’t searched him, what would have happened? If DJTR was an
ignorant guy, if he weren't conscious, if he hadn’t known the culture of Hip-Hop, not just the

music but the culture...what would he have thought? ‘I’ m superior to them.””
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Coming from aracia system which judges people primarily on the color of their skin —
doling out discrimination aong a color continuum, Brazilian rappers eagerly embrace the fixed
dichotomy of American race reations. When gradations of color turn the Brazilian lower classes
againg each other in the absence of an overt discourse of racism, the hip-hop movement seeks
to create unity through a black/white distinction they see as a more honest description of racism
in Brazil. “Assuming one s blackness’ is a common theme of Brazilian rap songs. AsMVBiIll
sngsin one of his songs, “Blacks thinking themselves brown, mixed, white, marrom bom bom
(“brown bonbon™); Sucking up to Playboys that appear on television; Listen up black on the
outsde, white ontheinside; | speek the truth...”

These direct confrontations to the Brazilian racia system are increasing. | have met
other male rappers and rap fans who identified as Black — eschewing the safe middle-ground
of “moreno” and the possibility of claming amore privileged racid postion. While admitting
that the color of his skin could be defined as the “profile’ of Brazilian society, DJ Poindexter
points to “blood” and not skin color as the true basis of race. He eloquently outlines his reasons
for identifying as black: “I think it’stime for usto give vaue to our people because our people
deserveit. We have to thank them — they were the ones who invented math, medicine, and
metalurgy — everything, right? The first people to exist on thisworld were black. So let’ svaue
our people — their worth is dready so low — black people are considered garbage aready.
So, if | congder mysdf white, well, I’'m hel ping the system to step down harder on top of us. |
am disrespecting my own family. No, let’s change that. Negritude.”

In concluson, | would like to emphasize the ways in which the Brazilian Hip-Hop
Movement speaks directly to current academic debates on race relationsin Brazil. Guimaraes
has proposed that “ For the African Brazilian population, those who call themsalves negros
(Blacks), anti-racism must mean firgt the admission of race; that is, a perception of themselves
— the racidized others — astheracidized ‘we.’” Examining the lives and the lyrics of Brazilian
rappers, we must at least agree that despite a prevaent myth of racial democracy, such a
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racialized conception — aracid consciousness — ispossble in Brazil. And regardless of their
actua or eventua power to effect palitica change, we must recognize that their position outside
and againg the traditiona political system affords Brazilian rappers a certain freedom to critique
Brazilian racism and push the boundaries of Brazilian discourses on race.

However, we must dso redize the important limitations of this*outsder” position —
including limited access to palitical and economic resources, and further marginaization by
dominant society. In their appropriation of American black and white race ideologies, rappers
tread on Brazilian pride in their nation’s hitory of race relations — which Brezilians have long
considered superior to America's history of race tenson and conflict. Based in apopulation
dready politicaly, economicdly, and racidly margindized, hip-hip runsarisk Florestan
Fernandes predicted 20 years ago: “Open and radica nonconformity is ‘inditutionaly’
banished from the legal order. ‘ Racist Negroes see themsdlves, therefore, condemned to
impotence.” But as their music continues to blast from neighborhood radio stations and

boomboxes, Brazilian hip-hop gives voice, hope, and a sense of sdlf to thousands of black
youth of Brazil’s periphery.

References:

Fernandes, Florestan. 1979. The negro in Brazilian society: twenty-five yearslater. in Brazl:
Anthropological Perspectives, ed. by M. L. Margolisand W. E. Carter. New Y ork:
Columbia University Press. 96-113.

Guimaraes, Antonio Sérgio Alfredo. 1995. Racism and anti-racism in Brazil: a posmodern
perspective. in Racism and Anti-Racism in World Perspective, ed. by Benjamin P.
Bowser. Sage: Newbury Park, CA. 208-226.

Hanchard, Michagl George. 1994. Orpheus and Power: the movimento negro of Rio de
Janeiro and Sdo Paulo, Brazl, 1945-1988. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University
Press.

Sansone, Livio. 1997. The new Blacks from Bahia: loca and globa in Afro-Bahia. Identities.
3: 4: 457-493.

Jennifer Roth Gordon Hip-Hop Brasileiro 7



Skidmore, Thomas E. 1992. Fact and Myth: discovering aracial problemin Brazl. S&o
Paulo: Ingtituto de Estudos Avancgados.

Tdles, Edward E. 1996. Promoting and Integrating Race/Ethnic Diversty in Brazil: a
consultancy for the Ford Foundation.

Tdles, Edward E. 1995. Ethnic boundaries and political mohilization among African Brazilians
comparisons with the US case. Paper presented at the Annua Mestings of the Latin
American Studies Association, Washington, D.C.

Winant, Howard. 1992. Rethinking race in Brazil. Journal of Latin American Sudies. 24:
173-192.

Winant, Howard. 1994. Racial Conditions: politics, theory, comparisons. Minnegpalis.
Universty of Minnesota Press.

Website References:

http://mww.foznet.com.br/users'mehanna/entrada.htm
http:/Amww.geocities.com/SunsetStrip/711.3/index.html
http://pessod .mandic.com.br/~hdfe d/index.html

Jennifer Roth Gordon Hip-Hop Brasileiro



