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Figure 1 
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An Opening Salve

2021 . . . São Paulo, Brazil. Bremen, Germany. Lisbon, Portugal. Aarhus, Denmark. Capão Redondo, Brasilândia, Trøjborg, Anjos, Deichhorst, local neighborhoods and centers of worlds. I am all over the place. Employment, opportunities, and family life have taken me to a number of residences over the past couple of years during the writing of this book. And, yet, I undoubtedly inhabit São Paulo. The allure is undeniable, but, more often than not, São Paulo exerts a conflicted pull over its inhabitants. Residents are asked every day to put up with a number of banal challenges from basic logistics to overcrowding and pollution. But to know São Paulo is to take pride in getting over when it is all said and done. The city suffocates and occasionally yields, just enough to give an acknowledging wink. Or, was that something in her eye? In Portuguese, the city is feminine, a cidade. 

For an elite few this daily grind is smooth with all the discomfort ameliorated through underpaid, informal economies. Servants surround the middle and upper classes and occupy any space that might cause a potential inconvenience. A normalized twisted capitalism. Meanwhile, the overwhelming majority takes it on the chin with hopes of getting to the bar, the church, family, friends, and lovers a bit earlier this week. Maybe. And like everything else in Brazil, taking it on the chin is more pronounced when one is Black or mais escuro, lives in the urban periphery, poor, a woman, an immigrant, homosexual or trans. Order of importance varies with the context. Few reflect on this hell.

Until the 1990s only some samba artists, such as Cartola and Bezerra da Silva in Rio de Janeiro and Geraldo Filme in São Paulo, captured these realities in the poetics of song from the point of view of the periphery or favela dweller. Samba works in metaphors via an aesthetic turn of a phrase that elicits a wonder in the listener. The brutality of neoliberalism, accompanied by increasing numbers of “bare bodies” of underemployed labor, beckoned an additional, complementary type of representation. Rap music and hip-hop culture allow for such transparency. A triumph of the aesthetics of indictment. 

This book tells a story of a cultural breakthrough. In December of 1997 the rap group Racionais MCs (the “Rational” MCs) released the album Sobrevivendo no Inferno (Surviving in Hell), subsequently changing the hip-hop scene in São Paulo and firmly establishing themselves as a major reference for youth across Brazil. In an era when rappers needed to defend the very idea that their work was indeed music and a time when neighborhoods such as Capão Redondo, from where Racionais’ front man Mano Brown hails, often topped homicide statistics, Sobrevivendo empowered as it provoked. Even though more than twenty years have passed since its release, Sobrevivendo still holds a prominent place in Brazilian popular music as the best-selling rap album with approximately 4.5 million copies sold. 

This huge success came from the voice and musical ability of four Black men who lived in the poorest areas of São Paulo, the richest city in Brazil. Their names are Edi Rock (Edivaldo Pereira Alves, born September 20, 1970), KL Jay (Kleber Geraldo Lelis Simões, born August 10, 1969), Ice Blue (Paulo Eduardo Salvador, born March 16, 1969), and Mano Brown (Pedro Paulo Soares Pereira, born April 22, 1970), or, as they are best known, Racionais MCs.

This book is also, inescapably, a personal account. It is not a detailed investigation into all the backstories of developed characters or inside references on the recording. Such an approach is undoubtedly important and there have been numerous insightful texts, some of which are cited later, as well as aesthetically pleasing and educational YouTube videos in Portuguese.1 Rather, this book is a reflection on the album as a generational companion. Based on my experiences “in the field,” as it were, on a couple of occasions with members of Racionais and more consistently with dozens of other local hip-hop heads, who contributed to my memories of the second half of the 1990s as I cut my teeth in urban Brazil, I project these experiences and memories into my own set of stories. At times, though, it all breaks down, like the life trajectories of many of the characters described in the song lyrics of Sobrevivendo. Stories of self, the sense of it all, come to a halt like the end of one more long bus ride treadmill full of roundabouts and zigzags. Like the finality of a door slammed, a treasured orgasm, a renewed focus on the present. It all breaks down.

I take a small but hardly negligible cue from two sources, an unimaginable pair, Joe Pernice and Arundhati Roy. The first, a co-worker of mine during our undergraduate years inside People’s Market, a collectively run food store at the University of Massachusetts in Amherst. Joe was a bit of a prankster (thankfully he rarely had me in his sights), a fan of The Cure and The Smiths, as well as a promising singer-songwriter. I believe he has really delivered on all accounts (well, we have lost touch so I cannot attest to the development of Joe’s pranks). His contribution to the 33 1/3 series with a beautiful literary rendition of The Smith’s Meat Is Murder influenced the present text. And, second, I cite the heralded author and activist Arundhati Roy. I was particularly struck by her recent speech on writing in a time of growing fascism given at Trinity College in Cambridge, in which she stated, 

Hope lies in texts that can accommodate and keep alive our intricacy, our complexity and our density against the onslaught of the terrifying, sweeping simplifications of fascism. As they barrel toward us, speeding down their straight, smooth highway, we greet them with our beehive, our maze. We keep our complicated world, with all its seams exposed, alive in our writing. 

She described her most recent novel as a “conversation between graveyards.”2 The necropolitics in the current moment of a devastating pandemic dovetails horrifically with urban governance in Brazil. Now and at the time of the release of Sobrevivendo, most Brazilians suffer under a fatal state. 

* * *

I am a white, male gringo from the United States, who moved to São Paulo in 1995 with no formal training in the Portuguese language and an outdated travel guide, which qualified everything by way of heavily inflated currency (cruzeiros). You know, one dollar equals some ridiculously large number, let’s say 754,000 cruzeiros. I figured with 450 dollars to my name, I would be a king. I should point out that economics was never my forte, but, in my defense, I was young. Ish. 

The shock of Brazil’s financial stability, albeit artificially maintained, with the introduction of the Brazilian real, was complemented by my cultural shock of direct language and sentiment. São Paulo is nothing if not a vibrant city full of enticingly sharp edges. The allure was bright and my linguistic-cultural immersion was fast and furious. The bossa nova realities of middle-class leisure mentioned in my Latin American Studies classes and celebrated among the hip jazz musicians in club scenes seemed so far away from me. I was embedded in a very different South America. There was no violão, no beach scenes, no heartfelt sadness of lost or unrequited love. Just concrete and impatient crowds. An occasional helping hand and, then, rush!

I first met the Racionais in November of 1995 at a club called Samba Love (no, I am not making that up), which at the time occasionally promoted shows with groups of rap and samba pagode (a sub-style focused more on romance, not unlike contemporary R&B in the United States) sharing the stage. I fumbled through a brief conversation with Mano Brown and DJ KL Jay in my “spaghetti” Portuguese, snapped a series of blurred photographs (pre-digital days of popular photography), and enjoyed the spectacle of the Racionais MCs live. I counted a maximum of 100 people in the audience. Those days quickly ended. During the same week, I found myself in Largo 13 de Maio, a massive plaza of popular, outdoor commerce on the Southside of São Paulo. I made two purchases that day. Five pairs of socks, which lasted all of two weeks before the material dissolved into threads, and a pirated cassette tape featuring “Fim de Semana no Parque” (Weekend in the Park) and “Homem da Estrada” (Man on the Highway), the two hottest songs from the Racionais before the release of Sobrevivendo. I still have the cassette today. 

This book continues a conversation in which many perceptive, young Brazilians participated over the years. Marília Gessa, a rare woman in the midst of all these brash men, made an invaluable contribution to this story. She hung out with the Racionais MCs for more than seven years in the early 2000s. She reported that when asked about Sobrevivendo, members told her: 

that album created a language for rap in Brazil from which rappers still cannot escape. If 10 people died in that album, then rappers thought they had to kill 20, 30, 50 people in their albums to make theirs better and more relevant than ours . . . rappers are still talking about violence, poverty and drugs, as we have not evolved at all, because they are still not over that album. It was too popular. It is a classic. They all want to beat that classic.3

And there it was, very short and blunt, with no fear of sounding conceited, the whole reason why this 1997 album still deserves all the attention from those interested in Brazilian popular culture and in Brazilian hip-hop. Sobrevivendo no Inferno defined an aesthetics for Brazilian rap. Nothing before Sobrevivendo sounded or looked like it. Not even the Racionais MCs previous albums, which were also nationwide successes, by the way, captured the public in the same manner. As Acauan Oliveira, professor of Brazilian Literature from the University of Pernambuco, argues, with Sobrevivendo, the Racionais MCs made a distinction between rapping about or explaining Black folks from the urban periphery and creating an identifiable “periphery subject”4 and hence an aesthetic and political periphery point of view. 

In an industry dominated by major labels, the group sold more records than other “successful” rappers who had contracts with Sony or Universal. In 1991, their album Holocausto Urbano sold 100,000 copies only in São Paulo in less than one year. In 1992, Raio X do Brasil sold 250,000 copies in Brazil (just as many as Gabriel o Pensador, a rapper whose records were being marketed by Sony Records). Sobrevivendo no Inferno was the first and only Brazilian rap album to sell a 150,000 copies in one week. In less than six months, half million copies had already been sold. It was the first time a rap group had such an impact in Brazil. Suddenly, rap went from a peripheral underground genre to a widespread national musical phenomenon. Sobrevivendo reached the amazing mark of 1 million copies sold in one year. 

Importantly, scholars and activists have argued that the power of Racionais stemmed in great part from their open confrontation of social issues. They addressed poverty, prejudice, police abuse, and racism in ways that challenged a society that had not yet resolved its authoritarian history, for example, with respect to state censorship. It is important to remember that Brazilians endured a generation of military dictatorship from 1964 to 1985. The supposed “transition” or “opening” up to democracy occurred precisely when the members of Racionais were coming of age. There was (and continues to be) an urgency to speak out, but few Brazilian artists were able to articulate their experiences without falling into cookie-cutter discourses that adhered to the simplistic representations authorized by the former censorship boards. For example, Racionais was arguably the most effective artistic group in dismantling the myth of racial democracy, a Brazilian ideology attributed to the sociologist Gilberto Freyre in his main arguments elaborated in his obra prima, Masters and Slaves (first published in 1933), in which he states that inequality in Brazil is a class issue and not related to racial difference due to the long history of racial mixture in the country. Freyre’s brand of historical sociology gradually morphed into a nationalist rhetoric of harmony, as that which was “Black” or “African” (e.g., music, cuisine, the body, dance) became simply “Brazilian.” Remarkably, within this milieu of racial democracy, which was certainly prevalent in the 1990s and continues to be cited despite certain interruptive policies (e.g., a range of affirmative action measures during the Labor Party years of 2003–2016), Racionais, in their insistence on tension as essential to Brazilian society, conquered many white fans in the middle and upper classes. 

* * *

In one of the final episodes of the second season of the FX television series Atlanta, Darius and Earn, two of the show’s protagonists played, respectively, by Lakeith Stanfield and Donald Glover, negotiate a fast-track passport. The attendant assures them that despite the fact that their international flight leaves later that day, they will be taken care of. The attendant asks, “Y’all in a rap entourage? [You the] manager?” Earn retorts, “How did you know?” The attendant replies, “We have a specific clientele here. Rappers are procrastinators.” Funny thing, academics are, too. 

Maybe we’re consistently late to stuff, because we’re too busy engaging in dialogue. Rappers and academics depend on citation. We sample in support, in contrast, in the midst of a beef, or in admiration. We quote each other. And, while the following pages are filled with fiction, that is, mostly citation-free, none of it would be possible without previous ethnographically based and ethnomusicologically informed scholarship. Much ink has been spilled and many degrees awarded to people who have dedicated years of thoughtful study to Racionais. To this end, recently, the prestigious Companhia das Letras published the full lyrics of Sobrevivendo with an insightful introduction written by Professor Acauam Oliveira. I am in debt to Batista (João Batista de Jesus Félix), who first introduced me to the Racionais MCs over twenty years ago and whose thesis on Black sound system crews, and later hip-hop, was fundamental; to Elaine Andrade, who published the first PhD thesis in Brazil on hip-hop in 1996 and whose PhD defense I attended. She is a pioneer. Since then, so many brilliant minds have turned their attention to hip-hop in São Paulo with a focus on Racionais. So many voices, a spectrum of perspectives. My debt extends to Érica Peçanha, Gabriel Feltran, Henrique Takahashi, Jacqueline Lima Santos, Marília Gessa, Pedro Guasco, Spensey Pimentel, and Walter Garcia.5 There have been numerous “organic intellectuals” along the way, hip-hop practitioners who have been able to articulate experiences and perceptions and crystallize the complex in slang, jargon, and a manner of speaking. These include DJ Erry-G, fallen B-boy and sarau monster Banks, B-girl and widow Simara, Gaspar Z’Africa, and DJ Marquinhos Funky Soul. I am sure I have forgotten many, but I have not failed to remember King Nino Brown, the chief representative of Afrika Bambaataa’s legendary Zulu Nation organization in Brazil and human archive who acted as a link between the era of Brazilian Black soul and Black music and conscious rap. Nino has always been willing to meet and chat with me about where hip-hop came from and where it was going.

The book begins with a couple of short chapters that provide context on the emergence of hip-hop in Brazil, the urgency of rap, more generally, as a discourse, and the particular effect of Sobrevivendo.
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