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Abstract 

This thesis discusses the ways in which a black identity is constructed and expressed through lyrics by a 

group of composers of popular Afro-Brazilian music. I show that Benedict Anderson’s concept of imagined 

communities can be used to illustrate the collective black identity which these composers construct. They 

imagine a worldwide black community based on a sense of a common origin, a shared past, a shared culture 

and shared experiences with racism and social exclusion. By imagining this community, boundaries between 

black and white are created and maintained. The identity construction of the composers should be viewed in 

the context of Brazilian race relations which are characterized by extensive race mixture, a myth of racial 

democracy, hidden racism and racial inequalities. With their lyrics the composers aim to protest against 

racial injustices and to spread black consciousness. Their racial views coincide with those of the Brazilian 

black movement, which opposes to the myth of racial democracy and aims to create racial awareness among 

the Afro-Brazilian population. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Não chores mama África 
Estou com saudades do lar 
Não chores mama África 
Agüente firme, não sofra tanto 
Vamos enxugar suas lágrimas 
Às vezes fico refletindo  
O que seria a minha vida 
Se eles não tivessem colonizado o Brasil 
Eu e eu na África 
Perto do rio, em qualquer lugar   
La em casa ficar África   
 
(Don’t cry mama Africa 
I miss the homeland 
Don’t cry mama Africa 
Hold on firmly, do not suffer so much 
We will dry your tears 
Sometimes I keep thinking  
What my life would be like 
If they hadn’t colonized Brazil 
I and I in Africa  
Near the river, in any place 
Being at home in Africa) 

 

— “O quadro negro” (The black situation) by Geraldo Cristal 

 

The lyrics above were written by Geraldo Cristal, a black reggae singer from Salvador, the capital of the 

state of Bahia, Brazil. They express a longing for Africa, which Geraldo sees as the place of his origin and 

his homeland. Although Geraldo was born in Brazil and has never been to Africa, he sees himself as a child 

of mother Africa. By stating that mama Africa is crying, he made a link to slavery: as he explained, mama 

Africa is sad because part of her children were taken away from her and suffered brutalities. Geraldo sees 

himself as black and he feels connected to other blacks who are descendants of African slaves brought to 

Brazil by European powers in colonial times. In his view all blacks are connected because of their African 

origin.  

 Since the enslavement of Africans in the New World, blacks have developed new cultures and 

identities. These black identities, which are ‘transnational’ and reach ‘beyond individual national identity’ 

(Sansone 2003:67), are based on notions of African origin and slavery on the one hand, and reflect local race 

relations on the other (Sansone 2003). Among blacks in the diaspora black movements have developed, 

preaching black pride and consciousness and fighting racial injustices. W.E.B. DuBois and Marcus Garvey 

were among the first activists fighting for the rights of blacks in the US and beyond, preaching pan-

africanism. According to this philosophy, all blacks in the world should unite and fight racism and 

colonialism together, focusing on their homeland Africa and the connection between all blacks resulting 

from their common descent (M’bayo 2004:19). In Brazil, in spite of a national ideology which sees racial 
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and cultural mixing as a source of pride, a black movement, though a small one, has developed as well. It 

has constructed a separate black identity, focusing on African origin and a sense of community of all blacks 

in the world, fighting racial injustices (Sousa & Nascimento 2008).  

 This thesis is about the construction of black identity in the context of Brazilian race relations and 

the way this identity is expressed in lyrics. The data presented here were obtained through qualitative 

research, performed from November 2007 to March 2008 in the city of Salvador, Brazil. With the highest 

number of African-descendants of all cities outside Africa today, Salvador is a main producer of black 

culture and lyrics expressing black identity. It is often referred to as Brazil’s ‘most African city’ or the 

‘black Rome’, because of its largely black population and vibrant black culture (Sansone 2003:60). The 

research population consisted of a group of black composers of Afro-Brazilian music. Like Geraldo, these 

composers express black identity in their lyrics, by writing about Africa, slavery, black culture, racism and 

black resistance. They fight for black emancipation and express a sense of belonging to a worldwide 

community of blacks, connected by their African origin. Exploring these composers’ black identity the 

following research question has served as a guideline: 

 
 

How do Afro-Brazilian composers from Salvador construct a black identity and how  

do they express this in their lyrics? 

 

Exploring black identity construction, I used the concepts of imagined communities (Anderson 1983) and 

ethnic boundaries (Barth 1969). I also focused on the ways in which Brazilian race relations influence black 

identity construction and how the composers are related to Brazil’s black movement. To get an answer to my 

research question, I used participatory observation and had informal conversations and open interviews with 

a group of composers, whose lyrics I collected and analyzed. I interviewed fourteen composers and two 

additional informants, Ludmila Bitencourt and Deivison Pereira. Although the latter two are not composers, 

their interviews have been useful to this research because they share a similar view on black identity with 

the composers. In this thesis I mainly use lyrics written by the composers I interviewed. In a few cases I use 

other lyrics, when they are particularly appropriate to illustrate a certain point. I cite entire songs or parts of 

them. All quotes and lyrics used were translated from Portuguese into English. These lyrics (entirely or 

partly) and their translations, can be found in the appendix. This thesis is accompanied by an audio CD 

(MP3) with a selection of the songs discussed. It also contains six additional songs (the last six tracks on the 

CD) in which black identity is expressed, of which four are written by composers involved in this research. 

When discussing a song that is featured on the CD, the track number will be written in parentheses. 

 The composers involved in this research all fight for emancipation of blacks. They can be described 

as members of the cultural part of Brazil’s black movement, as they use music to spread a message of racial 

awareness. Most of them compose music for blocos afro, Afro-Brazilian Carnaval groups that use song 

lyrics to spread racial awareness, particularly during the Brazilian Carnaval. Three composers, Geraldo, 

Dionorina and Ednaldo Sá, sing and compose reggae. Two others, Jeferson and Xarope, sing and compose in 
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a hip hop band called Império Negro. Most composers use several genres of music for their compositions 

and sometimes mix different styles. The ones that write music for the blocos afros (generally samba-reggae 

style) also write other styles such as samba, reggae or axé music1. For example, Tonho Matéria writes lyrics 

for several blocos afro and writes capoeira2, reggae and axé songs. Jeferson and Xarope use reggae, samba, 

samba-reggae and the traditional Afro-Brazilian ijexá as a background for their rap songs.  

 With this thesis I hope to contribute to the discussion on black group identities and boundary 

maintenance between ethnic groups, in the context of Brazilian race relations. It will become clear that the 

formation of black identity is induced by experiences of racial inequalities and the sense of being oppressed. 

As a reaction to these experiences, the composers imagine a worldwide black community and create clear-

cut boundaries between black and white. With their lyrics the composers aim to spread black awareness, 

hoping that more Afro-Brazilians will stand up against racism and support the black movement. 

 In chapter Two the composers’ imagined community is discussed. We will see that the idea of a 

worldwide black community is based on a common African origin, a shared past and a shared black culture. 

In chapter Three I describe how the composers define the outsider of their community and I discuss the ways 

in which the composers create boundaries between black and white. It will become clear that they consider 

notions such as class, culture and consciousness to be more important than external features when 

classifying someone as black or white. Chapter Four discusses the ways in which the composers deal with 

the dominant Brazilian view on race, which still places white on top and black at the bottom of the racial 

hierarchy. I explain how the composers protest to Brazil’s myth of racial democracy and the whitening ideal, 

and how they spread black awareness among the Afro-Brazilian population. But I will start by outlining 

some useful concepts and theories concerning ethnic identity, as well as the context of Brazilian race 

relations. 

                                                
1 A popular Brazilian music style derived from samba-reggae 
2 Afro-Brazilian martial art which was developed by African slaves in Brazil 
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1. BLACK IDENTITY AND BRAZILIAN RACE RELATIONS 

 

In this chapter some concepts and theories concerning ethnic identity are outlined and the context of 

Brazilian race relations is discussed. This context needs to be understood because it has influenced the ways 

in which Brazilian black activists, among whom the composers, have constructed a particular black identity. 

The construction of black identity is in my view best explained by outlining the discussion that has been 

held by social scientists about the notion of ethnicity. In doing so, I focus on the concept of imagined 

communities, used in the ethnicity debate since 1983, as it is useful in this case study. This theoretical part is 

followed by a discussion of the context of Brazilian race relations and the ways in which black movement 

activists oppose black and white. In this part I describe the re-emergence of Brazil’s black movement in the 

1970s and the composers’ experiences with racism and social exclusion in Brazilian society. I now turn to 

the debate on ethnicity and the creation of boundaries. 

 

1.1 Ethnic identity and boundaries 

Though the term ethnicity has been used for a long time, there has also been much discussion about its exact 

meaning. Though ethnicity was and still is associated with culture, shared origin and shared history, its 

definition has shifted over time. Before the 1960s ethnic groups were considered isolated cultural entities 

that would exist as long as their culture was preserved (Rasch 2008). In this view, inter-ethnic contact would 

lead to a weakening of ethnic identity and eventually disappearance of ethnic groups. Fredrik Barth was the 

first academic who contradicted to this idea, in his publication Ethnic groups and boundaries (1969). Barth 

argued that group identities do not disappear, nor ‘melt’ with other group identities, because of inter-ethnic 

contact. On the contrary, he argued, ethnic groups exist exactly because of their relation to other groups. The 

focus of ethnicity should therefore not be on the cultural content of ethnic groups but on the boundaries by 

which these groups are defined. 

 In Barth’s view, as a result of interethnic contact, boundaries between groups are reinforced and 

therefore communities are strengthened. Though the cultural content of a group (such as its history, 

language, religion and popular culture) is a marker of group identity, the nature and variability of ethnic 

groups can be understood only when looking at the organization of these groups and their interaction with 

other groups. The continuity of an ethnic group depends on the maintenance of boundaries between the 

group and other groups (Barth 1969). In other words, an ethnic group exists because of the idea of 

differences between insiders and outsiders, between the Self and the Other. In the words of anthropologist 

Eriksen (1995:427):  

 

‘It is an obvious fact that every community is defined in relation to that which it is not; that is 

outsiders, aliens, non-members of the group’.  

 

 

 



Songs of freedom – The construction of black identity by Afro-Brazilian songwriters 
 

 6

Livio Sansone (2003:11) confirms this for black group identity:  

 

‘Black identity, like all ethnicities, is relational and contingent. Black and white exist to a large 

extent in relation to each other’.  

 

Therefore, when studying ethnic identity we should not focus only on a group’s culture but also on the 

differences between its culture and the culture of other groups. As we will see throughout this thesis, the 

composers I interviewed construct black identity by defining commonalities between all blacks on the one 

hand and differences between black and white on the other. They constantly oppose insiders to outsiders of 

the black community, attaching positive values to blackness and negative ones to whiteness. 

 While Barth’s ideas about ethnicity and the importance of boundaries are still widely accepted, they 

raised some critique as well. To some academics, Barth’s ideas lacked attention for the individual members 

of ethnic groups. Since the 1980s, the approach to ethnicity has shifted to what is called constructionism; a 

focus on the ‘subjectivity and the imagination of ethnic identity’ (Rasch 2001:12). In this view ethnicity is 

generated by the consciousness of the group members themselves. This shift in the focus on ethnicity was 

largely a result of Benedict Anderson’s book Imagined Communities, published in 1983. In this book 

Anderson describes nations as imagined communities. According to his view, nations are communities 

because they are ‘conceived as a deep horizontal comradeship’ and they are imagined because ‘the members 

of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow members […] yet in the minds of each lives 

the image of their community’ (Anderson 1983:6-7). Although Anderson wrote about imagined communities 

referring to nation-states, the concept is applicable to ethnic group identities as well. Within this new focus 

on ethnicity, which is more suitable to modern times and globalization, the term ethnicity can be used not 

only referring to concrete communities, but also to imagined communities. The concept of imagined 

communities can be used to describe the ethnic identity of the composers’ involved in this research; they feel 

connected to all blacks in the world, even though they can never possibly know all these people.  

 As we will see, the composers’ black identity is largely based on notions of race, culture and class. 

Although nowadays social scientists do not speak of races anymore, agreeing that biologically speaking race 

does not exist, they agree it exists as a social construct (Eriksen 1993; Wade 1997). In other words, the 

notion of race exists in the minds of people. This notion can cause feelings of ethnic identity and should 

therefore be taken into account. Next to race, the idea of having an own culture is essential to group identity. 

Eriksen (1993:11-12) stresses that ‘for ethnicity to come about, the groups […] must entertain ideas of each 

other as being culturally different from themselves’. In the case of black identity, members define their 

culture as a ‘black culture’. Like race, the notion of black culture is controversial, as it is hard to define 

which cultural expressions are black. Black culture is not a fixed concept; its significance varies in different 

situations. However the same goes here as for race: black culture exists as a social construct (Sansone 

2003:11). It exists in people’s minds and can therefore create ethnic feelings, by stimulating a sense of 

groupness and of being different from other groups. The same is true for class, which can promote a sense of 

community within a group of people. When a certain ethnic group shares a class position in society, this can 
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stimulate ethnic feelings (Rasch 2008). Class and ethnicity are both group identities. Class should be 

distinguished from ethnicity though, as it refers to income and power, while ethnicity refers to other traits 

such as race, culture and origin (Rasch 2001:8).  

 I have outlined the concepts of ethnicity, ethnic boundaries and imagined communities, all useful to 

understand black identity construction. We have seen that group identities result from real or supposed 

differences between a certain group and others. These differences can be based on various notions, such as 

origin, race, popular cultural expressions, language, religion, class and history. Together, these notions form 

the ‘cultural content’ of an ethnic group. Ethnic group identities can be concrete or imagined communities, 

whose cultural content can be real or invented. To understand the ways in which black identity is 

constructed in Brazil, I will now discuss the context of Brazilian race relations. 

 

1.2 Ethnic identity in Brazil: Racial democracy and whitening  

While at first glance black and white Brazilians appear to live in harmony, race is a complex issue. Brazil is 

often described by Brazilians and foreigners alike as a "racial democracy", because of extensive racial 

mixture, the high number of interracial marriages, and the apparently easy contact between the races in 

everyday life. However, many academic studies have shown that Brazilian society is marked by profound 

racial inequalities; racism is widespread and poverty and social exclusion disproportionally affect the black 

and brown population (Agier 1995:252). 

 While in many countries such as the United States and South Africa racial inequalities and racism 

have led to widespread black protest, in Brazil this has not happened. The Brazilian black movement 

(movimento negro) has never been supported by the black masses and few Brazilians of African descent 

identify themselves as black. This is the result of a myth of racial democracy, hidden racism and a general 

belief among the Brazilian people that being white is better than being black (Telles 2004). To understand 

this situation I now briefly discuss the historical development of Brazilian, and more generally, Latin-

American race relations, which have developed in similar ways.  

 Since colonization and until the 20th century there has been a belief in white superiority throughout 

Latin America. During most of the nineteenth century, elites and scientists from all over the world supported 

theories of scientific racism, which proclaimed the biological superiority of the white race to non-white 

races. In this view Latin America could never become developed like European countries, because of its 

black and brown population. Racial mixture was therefore seen as something negative that should be 

avoided, because it would degrade the white race (Sousa & Nascimento 2008). When it became clear racial 

mixture was inevitable, Latin-American intellectuals came up with a theory of whitening as a solution to 

backwardness of non-whites. In this view racial mixture would eventually lead to whitening of the 

population, as the biologically superior white race would prevail. By stimulating European immigration, the 

Brazilian government aimed to accelerate this process, believing that way they would improve the race and 

stimulate development. In the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th century large numbers of Europeans 

started to migrate to Brazil, especially to the economically more developed south (Sousa & Nascimento 

2008:131). 
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 Starting from the beginning of the twentieth century belief in whitening made place for a belief in 

miscegenation as a positive factor of Latin-American nation-building (Skidmore 1992). In Brazil sociologist 

Gilberto Freyre played an important role in this respect, turning the idea of racial mixture into a positive 

value of the Brazilian nation. In his famous novel Casa Grande e Senzala (1933) Freyre described the 

Brazilian people as unique because of its racial mixture. From this time the image of the sensual, racially 

mixed Brazilian man and woman (moreno/a) has been a source of national pride. It is this celebration of 

miscegenation on which the idea of Brazil as a racial democracy is founded. In this view, in Brazil the three 

races (black, white and Indian) have successfully mixed into a melting-pot, there is no or little racism and 

opportunities are equal for everyone (Winant 1999).  

 Brazilian governments have used racial democracy to deny the existence of racism and racial 

inequalities. Particularly the authoritarian regime of President Getúlio Vargas between 1930 and 1954 and 

the military dictatorship that started in 1965 have used it to discourage the development of black movements 

(Winant 1999). From the 1960s black movement members and sociologists led by Florestan Fernandes, 

started to call racial democracy a myth. They were inspired by the US civil rights movement and a UNESCO 

report which showed Brazilian racism was widespread. In their view the myth of racial democracy masks 

Brazil’s racism and racial inequalities, and maintains the historical hierarchy with white on top and black at 

the bottom (Sousa & Nascimento 2008:132). Until today social scientists and members of the black 

movement continue to contest the idea of racial democracy. The black movement sees it as its task to 

dismantle it, exposing Brazilian racism. However the myth of racial democracy still influences the minds of 

most Brazilians (Sansone 2004). 

 Paradoxically, racial democracy coexists with a whitening ideal, which is a heritage of the colonial 

belief in white superiority. According to Wade (1995:341) in Latin America and the Caribbean ‘colonial 

values that privilege lightness of skin color as a sign of social status or as the putative national destiny are 

still pervasive’. This is the case in Brazil as well, where whiteness is a symbol of beauty, success, wealth and 

intelligence, while blackness is associated with the opposite of these traits (Skidmore 1992; Sansone 2003; 

Telles 2004). Telles describes how in spite of the image of Brazil as a racial democracy, racism and a 

whitening ideal strongly influence Brazilian society: 

 

'Although hidden behind the façade of miscegenation, a racist culture is ubiquitous in all social 

interactions among whites, browns and blacks in virtually all social situations. It is based on a 

web of beliefs that subordinate positions are the proper place for browns and blacks and that 

social spaces that involve control and access to resources should be occupied by whites' (Telles 

2004:222). 

  

We have seen that the Brazilian past of miscegenation and a belief in white superiority have resulted in a 

myth of racial democracy, hidden racism and a whitening ideal. In chapter Four I discuss how the composers 

experience and react to this. We will now see how these race relations have resulted in a particular system in 
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which Brazilians racially identify themselves and others. We will see that racial classification in Brazil is 

fluid and subjective and Brazilians generally tend to self-identify as white as possible.  

 

1.3 Racial classification in Brazil 

The way in which Brazilians racially classify themselves and others is best explained by comparing Brazil to 

the United States. In the United States racism has always been more visible than in Brazil and other parts of 

Latin-America, and there used to be strict segregation laws that separated blacks and whites. Consequently 

blacks and whites in the United States usually do not mix; they live in different neighborhoods, go to 

different schools and do not intermarry. As a result they are seen as different ethnic groups and racial 

classification happens according to a ‘one-drop-rule’. This means that when racially classifying, a sharp 

division between black and white is made and someone with even the tiniest bit of ‘black blood’ is seen as 

black (Telles 2004).  While in the United States there is a clear division between people who identify as 

black and people who identify as white, in Latin America there is no clear color line, but a color continuum. 

This is the case in Brazil as well, where racial classification is marked by a great variety of categories. As a 

result, a person can be classified by a variety of terms, depending among others on the classifier, the 

situation and the region (Wade 1997). Research on racial classification in Brazil revealed the use of more 

than a hundred terms to describe skin color (Telles 2004:826). Especially the popular term moreno, which 

can signify any kind of brown, is often used. Brazilians do classify themselves and others based on skin 

color, but do not place themselves or each other in separate ethnic groups (Sansone 2003). President Barack 

Obama for example, who is labeled as black in the United States, would by most Brazilians be labeled as 

moreno or mestiço (a person of mixed race), or any other term in between black and white. 

  Brazil’s fluid and subjective system of racial classification combined with its whitening ideal has 

resulted in that the great majority of black and brown Brazilians self-identify with terms that indicate a 

lighter skin tone, denying their black features. Few Brazilians describe themselves as negro (black) and even 

if they do, it is hard for them to convince other Brazilians to classify them as black, as to many Brazilians 

that would be an insult (Sansone 2003). Most black and mixed Brazilians see ‘whitening’, the denial of their 

black features, as the most promising way to achieve upward social mobility (Mitchell & Reiter 2008). As 

Kennedy (1986:201) put it: 

 

‘[T]o maintain themselves in a Eurocentric society and often in aspiration of upward mobility 

Afro-Brazilians have tended to (…) deny their true racial identity and ascribe to the prevailing 

view that neither racial prejudice nor discrimination exists in Brazil.’ 

 

The Brazilian black movement has protested against this tendency. Particularly since its revival in the 1970s, 

it has stimulated the emergence of a separate black identity by stimulating black awareness among the Afro-

Brazilian population, hoping to get more support (Skidmore 1992:13-14). As I mentioned in the 

introduction, the composers are involved in the cultural component of Brazil’s black movement. I now 

describe the emergence of this cultural black movement, focusing on the musical tendencies that have been 
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important for its development. Through globalization different styles of black music, such as soul, funk, 

reggae and hip hop, have become worldwide markers of black identity (Sansone 2003:96). As we will see 

they have influenced the composers and their songs as well. 

 

1.4 The revival of Brazil’s black movement and the popularity of black music 

The success of the US Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s inspired blacks around the world, causing a 

worldwide wave of black movements during the 1960s and 1970s (Austin 2007:516). African anti-colonial 

movements successfully fought for independence from their European colonizers and anti-racist movements 

in Latin America, the Caribbean and Canada gained force (Austin 2007). In Brazil this new black 

consciousness arose in the 1970s, when a gradual transition from military dictatorship to democracy took 

place. During this democratic opening the Brazilian black movement experienced a revival. More Afro-

Brazilians became conscious and proud of their black identity and since then Brazil’s racial democracy and 

whitening ideal have been contested more than ever before. New black movement entities arose in several 

Brazilian cities, constructing and spreading a feeling of black identity (Guerreiro 2000; Carvalho 1993). 

 Nowadays Brazil’s black movement consists of more than a thousand organizations of which the 

Unified Black Movement (MNU) is the largest and best-known. Most of these organizations are cultural; 

strictly political movements, like the MNU, are an exception (Covin 1996). This was and is the case in 

Salvador as well, where many cultural movements arose and where a ‘renaissance of black musical activity’ 

(Crook 2005:271) took place. Soul and funk coming from the United States became popular during this 

period and many poor young blacks in Salvador started to change their hair styles and the way they dressed, 

inspired by black power and African symbolism (Crook 2005). Geraldo, who was a teenager in the 1970s, 

told me: 

 

‘I mainly listened to soul, I listened to funk, James Brown. This whole black power story was 

immensely popular here in Salvador, black power hair, black power fashion, several dances 

inspired by funk, break dance started to emerge.’ 3 

 

The new black consciousness was and still is expressed most explicitly through the looks, music, dance and 

lyrics of Salvador’s black Carnaval groups called blocos afro, such as the world-famous Olodum. These 

cultural black movement entities use music and African symbolism to spread their ideas, opposing to racial 

democracy and racial inequalities and stimulating racial awareness among Afro-Brazilians (Guerreiro 2000). 

They find inspiration in traditional Afro-Brazilian culture as well as other expressions of black culture, such 

as North American soul and Jamaican reggae (Crook 2005). The first bloco afro was the exclusively black 

Ilê Aiyê, founded in 1974. After the formation of Ilê Aiyê, many other blocos afro were formed in Salvador, 

such as Olodum, Muzenza, Ara Ketu and Cortejo Afro. In the late 1980s almost 40 blocos afro were 

registered with the Bahian federation of Carnaval associations (Guerreiro 2000).  

                                                
3 Interview with Geraldo Cristal, February 27 2008. 
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 Other black music styles and important markers of black identity that became popular among youth 

in Salvador are reggae and later on hip hop. Jamaican reggae started to gain popularity in Brazil after Bob 

Marley and Jimmy Cliff visited the country in respectively 1980 and 1981. Particularly the image of Bob 

Marley and dread locks became popular symbols of black consciousness (Guerreiro 2000). Bloco afro 

Olodum mixed samba and reggae creating the new musical style samba-reggae, which is now used by many 

of the blocos afro (Siwi 2004). Hip hop started to be played by Brazilian radio stations in the 1980s. Like in 

the United States, Brazilian hip hop lyrics often express problems experienced by black youth living in poor 

urban areas such as racism, social exclusion and police violence (Mitchell & Reiter 2008).   

 The composers involved in this research can be seen as members of the new black movement that 

arose in Brazil in the 1970s. They participate in cultural, not in political black movements, creating music 

and lyrics to spread racial awareness. As we will see throughout this thesis, the view the composers have on 

racial classification and cultural mixing is similar to the view of Brazil’s black movement in general. The 

composers fight racial inequalities, racism, the myth of racial democracy and the whitening ideal and draw 

sharp boundaries between black and white when referring to racial classification and cultures. This is 

reflected in their lyrics, in which they inform Afro-Brazilians about their African roots and the existence of 

racial injustices. To get a better understanding of why the composers construct a black identity and support 

the black movement, I discuss their social situation and their experiences with racism and racial inequality in 

the next paragraph. 

   

1.5 The composers and their social situation 

Until today racial inequalities resulting from colonial slavery are present in many places in the world. 

According to Sansone (2003:96): 

 

‘[i]n the United States, Latin America and in the Western European countries that have 

experienced a Caribbean diaspora (…), blacks are historically overrepresented among those 

who live at the margins of the labor market.’ 

 

As I have indicated previously in this chapter, this is the case in Brazil as well, where social inequalities are 

divided along a racial line. Generally speaking, white Brazilians are richer, receive better education, and 

earn more money than non-white Brazilians. In the words of Assunção (2005b:158) ‘[t]he majority of black 

or brown Brazilians live in substantially worse conditions than people considered white. Many barriers 

prevent them from ascending socially.’ The racial inequality in Brazilian cities is visible because generally 

most whites live in upper-class neighborhoods around the center while most blacks and browns live in the 

poorer outskirts (Telles 2004). Of all Brazilian cities the residential segregation between blacks and whites is 

strongest in Salvador. Salvador has grown rapidly since the 1980s, which has caused the arising of shanty 

towns and problems with infrastructure. This has widened the gap between rich, mostly white, and poor, 

mostly black, areas (Telles 2004).  
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 The composers are aware of these socio-economic inequalities between Brazilians of African and 

European descent. As will become clear in this thesis, their notion of being lower class and socially excluded 

from society influences their identity construction. The ways in which they imagine a black community and 

create boundaries between black and white should be linked to the notion of race on the one hand, and to 

class differences on the other. To understand this I will now turn to the composers’ social position in society 

and the racism and social exclusion they experience.  

 The composers live in a society in which blacks are discriminated and have fewer opportunities than 

whites. All composers feel they are racially discriminated and socially excluded from Brazilian society. 

With few exceptions, they live in neighborhoods in the periphery, and consider themselves part of the lower 

classes. Ednaldo Sá, who came from a large and poor family, has had little opportunity to study. When his 

mother died when he was five years old, he had to quit school and start working, because his father was not 

able to support the family by himself. Ednaldo started to work selling food and drinks on the streets. He had 

several other jobs, such as painting houses and construction work. Today Ednaldo lives in Vila Nova 

Esperança, popularly called the favela of Rocinha, a poor neighborhood in the historical center of Salvador.4 

Ednaldo’s life story is representative for the other composers. Most of them received little education and 

started working at a young age. Two of them managed to get a university degree and do not live in the 

periphery today, but they came from poor families and were born in the periphery as well. 

 Most composers when referring to their neighborhoods use the words periferia (periphery) or favela 

(shanty town). They all experience several social problems such as poor housing, low quality education, 

unemployment and violence. In Desespero Periférico Jeferson describes the poverty and marginalization he 

experiences in daily life: 

 

My situation is not easy 
But with a lot of faith and a little ammunition 
With willingness my mind is boiling 
But when I remember the empty pan it sucks 
Desperation wears me out society critics me 
I am another one in the hands of the police 
Without a job without education 
That is my story 
Mother of a family worried 
Father desperate, son revolted 
The atmosphere is heavy 
Every day problems in the peripheries 
Especially here in Salvador da Bahia 
Império N is struggling 
That is the advantage 
Of many people that suffer 
Jobs are scarce 
Only slave work 
I am going on in life  
But I do not manage my space 
High society always ignores me 

                                                
4 Interview with Ednaldo Sá, April 25 2008. 
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For blacks it always closes its doors 
Calling them thieves or ordering them to stand  
With their back against the wall 
To what point to what point did my Brazil get 
This is what makes me angry 
And it hurts my people  
We are already tired of living like criminals 
Humiliated, tortured 
With a slave salary 
 

—“Desespero periférico” (Peripheral despair) by Jeferson Bonfim (Disk track 9) 

 

The problems mentioned have to do with being poor and lower class on the one hand, and with being 

discriminated against on the other. All composers experience social exclusion and racial discrimination. 

Jeferson told me people from higher classes in Salvador judge him because he is lower class: 

 

‘For example when you take a bus there is inequality, because many people have prejudices, 

especially when you go to for example Barra5. There are higher class people who do not want to 

sit next to you, because they are afraid, thinking you will rob them.’6  

 

Racial discrimination is among others acted out by the police which, according to some composers, see all 

blacks as bandits. Ednaldo Sá: 

 

‘In the eyes of the police in the periphery everyone is a bandit (…). The police invented an 

image of a bandit, a photo of a bandit, and the color of this bandit is black (…) so a black 

person is always a suspect, in many situations.’ 7 

 

Geraldo’s song Carta ao presidente describes social inequalities and critics Brazilain politicians who in his 

opinion close their eyes for poverty in the peripheries. He compares the poor peripheries of Salvador to the 

upper class neighborhoods along the ocean drive: 

 

The favelas with the stilt houses 
Apparently nothing good to see 
Hunger and misery 
Marginalized people being persecuted 
By the police 
Children in the garbage dying from hunger 
I see horrors  
Horrors, horrors, horrors 
I king I king I king 
President there is nothing 

                                                
5 Barra is one of Salvador’s higher class, mostly white, neighborhoods, situated along the coastal line, near the center.  
6 Interview with Jeferson Bonfim, December 12 2007. 
7 Interview with Ednaldo Sá, April 25 2008. 
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Good to see here 
If you have the courage pay a visit 
To the favelas with the stilt houses 
And compare them with the ocean drive 
So nicely decorated and beautiful  
The way the tourists like it 
Action action, our people need action 
 

— “Carta ao presidente” (Letter to the president) by Geraldo Cristal (Disk track 6) 

 

We have seen that the composers belong to the lower classes of Brazilian society and that they feel socially 

excluded. In chapter Three, which is about the boundaries of black identity, I will show how boundaries 

between black and white are created mostly based on this notion of social inequality. There I will discuss 

more extensively how this link between black identity, class and social exclusion is made.  

 

Reflections  

In this chapter I have outlined some concepts and theories concerning ethnic identity. We have seen that the 

formation of ethnic identity depends on the ‘cultural content’, cultural markers by which the members of a 

group feel connected, such as shared origin, history, language and religion. Furthermore boundaries between 

insiders and outsiders of a community (between ‘Us’ and ‘Them’) are essential for ethnic identity. The 

modern approach to ethnicity stresses subjectivity and the consciousness of members of ethnic groups. 

According to this view an ethnic black identity exists if blacks feel they belong to a community of black 

people, whether real or imagined. This approach to ethnicity is useful to understand the identity formation of 

black composers from Salvador, who feel connected to all blacks in the world. This community of blacks is 

best described using the concept of imagined communities.  

 The ways in which the composers construct a black identity should be viewed in the context of 

Brazilian race relations. As a result of a myth of racial democracy, a fluid and subjective racial classification 

system and a whitening ideal, most Brazilians tend to self-identify as ‘whiter’ than they would be classified 

by others. It is not common for Afro-Brazilians to emphasize their black identity and to protest against 

racism. This prevents the formation of a mass black identity. The composers are among a relatively small 

number of Afro-Brazilians that have chosen not to conform to the myth of racial democracy and the 

whitening ideal, instead protesting against racism and emphasizing their black identity. Instead of valuing 

racial mixture, the composers accentuate the contrast between Brazilians of European and of African 

descent. Their focus on African origin is expressed in the imagining of a worldwide black community. I will 

now discuss how this black community is imagined and how certain cultural elements (the ‘cultural 

content’) are used to explain its existence.  
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2. THE BLACK COMMUNITY 

 

As I have described in the previous chapter, when studying ethnic identity two important notions should be 

kept in mind. First there are the boundaries which define the members of a group (Us) and outsiders (Them). 

Second there are common cultural elements (the ‘cultural content’) by which the members of a group feel 

connected. In this chapter I discuss how the composers use these cultural elements to define their black 

community (Us). Defining their community they refer to different traits such as African origin, a shared past, 

certain heroes, African languages, Afro-Brazilian religion and popular black culture.  

  Common African origin is at the basis of the composers’ imagined community as the community is 

one of all blacks. Therefore the composers see all places in the African diaspora as African or black places. 

They imagine a shared past of slavery of all those with African origin that were taken to the New World. 

Imagining this past, they emphasize suffering and resistance and glorify certain black heroes that resisted the 

European oppressor. They also use several expressions of popular black culture, African languages and 

Afro-Brazilian religion to define their community. They see these cultural expressions as symbols of black 

resistance which therefore connect all blacks. I start now by discussing how the composers relate to their 

African origin, and how Africa is used to strengthen the idea of community.  

 

2.1 Africa and the African diaspora 

As stated by anthropologist Eriksen (1993:12) ‘[e]thnic groups tend to have myths of common origin’. A 

common origin is particularly important in the case of black identity as it focuses on Africa as the homeland 

and origin of all blacks (Sansone 2003). Longing for a symbolic or mythical Africa, which the composers 

see as their real home and the place of origin of all blacks, is an important element their imagined 

community is based on. The composers feel they and all blacks in the world are descendants of African 

slaves and therefore they all have African origin. They refer to Africa as their homeland, because they see it 

as the earth of their ancestors. In Ythamar Tropicália’s words:  

 

‘I feel a very strong connection to Africa, like I told you, they are my ancestors (…). It comes 

from my family, from the past. It is my dream since I was a child, I want to go to Africa, pick up 

some soil and hold it in my hands.’ 8 

 

By referring to African ancestors, emphasizing they have African blood, the composers emphasize their 

African identity. Geraldo, the composer described in the introduction, said he is African and he will go to 

Africa one day where he has a family awaiting him.9 Tonho Matéria feels the same way. He wonders which 

place in Africa he comes from. He tries to discover this by reading about different African regions and by 

comparing his features and the features of his parents to those of certain African peoples:  

 

                                                
8 Interview with Ythamar Tropicália, April 23 2008. 
9 Interview with Geraldo Cristal, April 17 2008. 
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‘I don’t know if I came from Angola, if my ancestors came from Angola, from Mali, from Benin 

or from Senegal. It could be a mixture, I am trying to discover.’ 10 

 

Referring to Africa and African roots strengthens the composers in defining their identity. Some composers’ 

focus on Africa is expressed in their support of pan-Africanist ideas, described in the introduction. Geraldo 

explained what pan-Africanism means to him:  

 

‘[pan-Africanism means] Africa for the Africans, all the rights of the Africans should be 

repaired (…). So pan-Africanist culture means going back to Africa, wherever you are being an 

African, identifying with Africa you should go back to your task. It can mean going back 

physically, but also going back with your attention, your customs, your knowledge, going back 

to be happy.’ 11  

 

Geraldo refers to rights of blacks which should be repaired, by which he refers not only to the oppression 

that occurred during slavery but also the racial injustices of the present. This quote suggests that Geraldo’s 

longing for Africa comes forth from a feeling of being treated unjust in the New World. Therefore only by 

directing ones attention towards Africa one can ‘be happy’ again. 

 The composers express the connection they feel with Africa in many of their songs. I now discuss 

some of these songs in which Africa is used. As discussed in the previous chapter, one of the objectives of 

the blocos afro is to stimulate racial awareness among black Brazilians. Therefore they often use songs about 

Africa. The blocos afro Olodum and Ilê Aiyê choose a particular theme every year, often a certain African 

country, which should be the subject of the songs used in the Carnaval of that year.12 The composers are 

given information on this theme. These songs, written according to information provided by the blocos or 

information the composers themselves obtained, are called música tema (thematic songs) by the blocos. 

These thematic songs provide information about an African country or region often regarding religion, 

language, people, the capital, neighboring countries and historical events. 

 Other songs about Africa written by the composers, on the contrary, do not provide any information. 

Instead they are about what can be described as a mythical Africa, which is often referred to with mama 

Africa or maẽ Africa (mother Africa). These songs are often about ancestry, origin and longing to go back. 

Longing for Africa is clearly expressed in Geraldo’s O quadro negro, described in the introduction. From 

these lyrics it becomes clear that the Africa Geraldo longs for is a mythical one. In the song Geraldo does 

not mention any country, region or specific place in Africa. On the contrary, he writes he would be at home 

‘in any place’ in Africa. Longing for the African homeland is also expressed in the next part of a song 

written by Valmir Brito for the bloco afro Cortejo Afro:  

                                                
10 Interview with Tonho Matéria, February 19 2008. 
11 Interview with Geraldo Cristal, February 27 2008. 
12 A list of annual themes of Ilê Aiyê since 1975 is available at Ilê Aiyê’s website  
http://www.ileaiye.org.br/index2.htm 
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I hear the drums play 
in Africa’s chest 
Where the black man is a race 
And where our race is life 
A broken heart cries 
of a people in America 
 

—“Cortejo vira liberdade” (Cortejo becomes freedom) by Valmir Brito (Bloco afro Cortejo Afro) (Disk track 

15) 

 

As we can see Africa is described as the real home of blacks, because only in Africa the black man ‘is a 

race’, by which Valmir meant to say that only in Africa blacks are respected, contrary to in America, where 

the heart of the blacks is broken because of slavery and racism.13  The longing for Africa is also 

expressed in songs about Africans that were taken as slaves on the slave ships (navios negreiro) that took 

them from Africa to the New World. This navio negreiro is used in many of the songs of the composers, and 

is a symbol of suffering of blacks. An example is the following capoeira song, in which suffering and 

longing are expressed clearly: 

 

Slave ship 
Floating tomb 
Mother land far away 
Pain and despair 
Slave ship 
Follow the wandering ship 
Longing 
Africa far away 
Hear my song 
Slave ship 
A mother loses her child 
A king loses his queen 
A people loses its honor  
While withering 
Slave ship 
 

— “Navio negreiro” (Slave ship) by Toni Vargas (Disk track 2) 

 

As we have seen, the composers use Africa as a symbol of common origin. Marquinhos Marques explained 

he sees Africa as the mother of all blacks, who therefore are connected. He visualizes this connection by an 

umbilical cord: 

 

‘The African umbilical cord is very big; it spreads like tentacles, its children are in all parts of 

the world.’ 14 

                                                
13 Interview with Valmir Brito, March 25 2008. 
14 Interview with Marquinhos Marques, April 14 2008. 
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In this view blacks remain a family, even though because of slavery they are dispersed around the world. 

Because of this dispersal, to the composers not only Africa itself, but all places in the world where blacks 

live, are important in the construction of their black identity. The composers see all these places, among 

which their city Salvador, as ‘African places’, because of their black inhabitants and the black culture they 

produce. The following song by Caj Carlão describes those blacks taken from Africa that came to 

Pelourinho, Salvador’s historical center. It also describes the precarious situation they live in today: 

 

The people taken from Africa’s chest 
Made Pelourinho turn pages 
They brought the first, the second, the third 
There were so many heads that I cannot count them  
They spread the black around the world 
Stop stop stop fooling me 
Stop stop stop fooling me 
Pelourinho Pelô 
Pelô Pelô Pelourinho 
Pelourinho people suffering always 
Children barefoot living in alleys 
Pelourinho Pelô 
Pelô Pelô Pelourinho 
 
— “Lutar é preciso” (Fighting is necessary) by Caj Carlão (Bloco afro Olodum) (Disk track 14) 

 

The composers often use the notion black diaspora or African diaspora, referring to the part of their black 

community that lives outside of Africa. The word diaspora is generally used to describe an ethnic group or 

community that lives dispersed outside of its home country. Members of a diaspora are often oriented 

towards a real or imagined homeland and they maintain boundaries between themselves and the ‘host 

society’ by emphasizing a separate identity (Brubaker 2005). The term African diaspora is controversial, 

because there have been several African diasporas in history. Zeleza (2005) distinguishes an intra-African, 

Indian Ocean, Mediterranean, and an Atlantic diaspora of African people. The category of the Atlantic 

diaspora incorporates the colonial slave trade to the Americas by European powers. The term black diaspora 

is often used to refer only to the latter. The composers, when using the word diaspora, also refer to the 

diaspora resulting from colonial slave trade, which they feel they are part of. 

 The composers feel connected even more to blacks living in ‘places of the diaspora’ then to those 

who live in Africa, because they feel they share a similar history of slavery and racial oppression. Examples 

of these places referred to by the composers are Jamaica, the United States and Cuba. Dionorina said he 

writes lyrics about Africa and ‘other countries of the black diaspora’, such as Jamaica and the Caribbean: 

 

‘North America, Central America and South America are part of the same diaspora of African-

descendants. More than 50 million blacks were taken from Africa and distributed in all those 

regions. (…) Those places in the world, because they reflect our descent, where we came from, 
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are always on our minds, these thoughts of Africa and African places (…). There is always the 

search for these things, these topics, we always come back to this diaspora.’15  

 

Dionorina feels there is a connection between Bahia, Jamaica and Africa because in all three places a large 

part of the population is black, and black culture is produced. He compares his own neighborhood (the Rua 

Nova in Feira de Santana, a city near Salvador), which he calls a ‘black ghetto’, to these other ‘black places’ 

in the world: 

 

‘A ghetto in Angola, and a ghetto in Bahia have almost the same customs, the same habits, there 

are similar houses, similar black men and black women. (…) In my city in Bahia, there are 

moments and places similar to Jamaica.’16 

 

In the song Jamaica FM, Dionorina expresses the idea of a connection between all blacks with the words 

Africana sensação (African feeling): 

 

When I was on that, on that street corner 
Listening to reggae 
On a battery radio 
When I was on that, on that street corner 
Wanting to be happy 
And kissing my girl 
When somebody sang 
African sensation 
The black man is cool 
African sensation 
Color does not fool 
African sensation 
Turn up the volume because this song is in Luanda 
Suddenly I felt I was on the land of spring 
Jamaica FM 
I met Peter Tosh on a corner 
My dream floating and loosing itself in the current 
 

— “Jamaica FM” by Dionorina and Carlos Pita (Disk track 4) 

 

In our interview Dionorina explained the song describes a certain moment when he was in the Rua Nova. 

Listening to reggae and being surrounded by blacks he felt this African feeling, a connection with Africa. In 

his view a place where blacks live and black culture is practiced is an African place and having black skin, 

means having African origin. All these places and the blacks that live there are part of the imagined 

community. We have seen Africa, the African diaspora and the connection between blacks because of their 

African roots are used to imagine a worldwide black community. A shared past is important as well for the 

                                                
15 Interview with Dionorina, March 3 2008. 
16 Interview with Dionorina, March 3 2008. 
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imagining of this community. I will now discuss how the composers construct this shared past, based on the 

experience of slavery. 

 

2.2 Slavery: a shared history 

As mentioned in the introduction, the image of a groups’ shared past is important for ethnic group identities 

(Rasch 2008). As Eriksen states ‘interpretations of the past are important to every ethnic identity’ (Eriksen 

1993: 72). This is true as well in the case of the composers, who feel connected with blacks that lived in the 

past and often identify with African slaves. Many of the composers refered to black people in the past and 

black people now as if they are one group. For example Valmir Brito said: ‘they took us from Africa and 

spread us all over the world.’17 The way Valmir expressed himself it seems he himself was taken from 

Africa. Apparently he feels connected to those Africans that were taken as slaves at the time. Many other 

informants feel the same way. Geraldo told me that: 

 

‘They wiped out our memory. They separated us for us not to communicate. They put in our 

heads, with the Jesuits, that we did not have a soul, that we had to work like slaves to go to 

heaven, that we were not worth it to read the bible, that is what the catholic church did.’ 18 

 

In their songs and discourse the composers often refer to the past, that way giving foundation to their 

imagined community. When picturing the history of their black community the composers emphasize 

past suffering because of white domination on the one hand and resistance to it on the other. The next 

part of a capoeira song by Tonho Matéria shows this: 

 

When they banished me from Africa 
They did not even give me notion 
They treated me like an animal 
In precarious conditions 
They treated me like an animal 
Without pain and without compassion 
I was Zumbi, I was a warrior 
I was the battle, I promoted rebellion 
I created small Angola 
I constructed a nation 
 

— “Capoeira é defesa ataque” (Capoeira is defense attack) by Tonho Matéria 

 

We can see Tonho identifies with the slaves that suffered, as well as with Zumbi, a legendary African 

warrior and leader of a quilombo (village of fled slaves), who resisted against the Portuguese and Dutch 

colonizers in the 17th century (Anderson 1996). Adailton Poesia’s song Imagem resplandecente contains a 

similar message, saying that blacks should ‘forget the past that left scars in their heart’. Adailton explained 

                                                
17 Interview with Valmir Brito, January 30 2008. 
18 Interview with Geraldo Cristal, April 17 2008. 
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by writing this he meant to say that black people should ‘forget the time of slavery, forget the bad moments 

that they have gone through, and forget that they were separated from their families, their religion and their 

people.’19 As we can see, even though the composers did not experience slavery themselves, they identify 

with the slaves. The past is important to their imagined community. As we will see further on, in the next 

chapter, the composers compare their present experiences of racism and exclusion to slavery, that way using 

the past to reinforce boundaries between black and white. 

 We have seen the composers base their community on Africa and a shared past and therefore feel a 

connection with all blacks in the world. They particularly feel a connection with blacks that live in North- 

and Latin-America, because they share a similar history of enslavement. The black past is pictured by the 

composers as one of suffering because of slavery and exclusion on the one hand and of resistance on the 

other. By glorifying revolts by blacks against the white oppressor a heroic past is created. Linked to this past 

is the glorifying of certain heroes who resisted oppression and stood up in favor of black or oppressed 

people. I now discuss these heroes of the composers’ imagined community. 

 

2.3 Heroes 

In several of the composers’ songs certain black characters are glorified as heroes. Usually these heroes are 

black characters that fought for the emancipation of blacks in some place in the world and at some point in 

history. These heroes fought for the sake of the imagined community. According to Roberts (1989:6)  

 

‘[f]olk heroic literature always portrays the exceptional actor whose exploits offer the group a 

glimpse of its own possibilities in handling similar situations in everyday life and specific 

situations.’  

 

This is true in the case of the composers and their heroes. The composers have to cope with racism and 

exclusion in their lives and they fight against it. Therefore they identify with characters that are in a similar 

situation. As we will see most of the composers’ heroes stood up in favor of blacks that were dominated by 

whites, being oppressed themselves as well.  

 I will now discuss the heroes that are most important in the eyes of the composers, starting with 

Zumbi, by far the most glorified symbol of black resistance in Brazil. Zumbi was the leader of the quilombo 

Palmares, a 17th century settlement of fled slaves in the state of Alagoas in North-eastern Brazil. Palmares 

resisted attacks by the Dutch and Portuguese colonizers for almost a hundred years, under Zumbi’s 

leadership (Assunção 2005). This was exceptional, because most quilombos did not resist for more than two 

years (Zeltsman 2008). The success of Palmares is often attributed to Zumbi, who was known for his 

physical strength and his military strategies. When Palmares was destroyed by the Portuguese in 1695, 

Zumbi was decapitated and his head was brought to Recife, where it was displayed in the central plaza as 

                                                
19 Interview with Adailton Poesia, February 19 2008. 
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proof that, contrary to popular legend among slaves, Zumbi was not immortal. However Zumbi remains the 

greatest symbol of the struggle for racial and social equality nowadays (Anderson 1996). Marquinhos said: 

‘Zumbi was a great revolutionary leader. He was the first black man that had the courage to tell 

the whites that he did not want to be a slave anymore. He was a great hero. (…) He resisted 

attacks of the whites, the Portuguese, the colonizers, for years and years.' 99 

Innumerous songs about Zumbi have been written. This is only one example: 

 
Zumbi your cry echoed 
In the quilombo of Palmares 
Like a bird that flew 
So free in the air 
A cry of pain and faith 
It was recorded in our history 
Black Zumbi 
Black Zumbi 
 

— “Negro Zumbi” (Black Zumbi) by Leci Brandão and Valdilene (Bloco afro Mandela) 

 

Some composers compared themselves and other blacks that fight for emancipation of blacks to Zumbi. 

Othelo explained:  

 

‘The black people are Zumbi’s until today. Zumbi was not just a Brazilian warrior, he is a 

martyr. By fighting he managed to change the vision of the colonizers on the revolution, 

organization and guerrilla of the blacks. (…) Today the black people are still influenced by 

Zumbi. Every reaction of a black person, every black person that reacts studying, practicing art, 

culture, sometimes even with guerrilla, is a little bit Zumbi.’103 

According to Telles (2004:157) ‘black role models are virtually absent in Brazilian textbooks, and African 

history is rarely taught in school’. For that reason black heroes such as Zumbi are important to the 

composers who feel they live in a white society, where blackness has negative connotations. In Odé 

Rufino’s words: 

‘If you open a Brazilian history book, you will not see any black heroes (…) so we need to tell 

that he [Zumbi] existed, so that my children and the children of others know that we also have 

heroes (…). When I learnt about those heroes it made me feel stronger. Because the 

government, the elite, tries to tell us blacks that we are not capable. When you learn about those 

heroes you see that we are capable, that we have strength, that we have winners.’ 20 

                                                
20 Interview with Odé Rufino, March 07 2008. 
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As this quote illustrates, black heroes are important to the composers because it makes them feel they (and 

other blacks) are strong and capable, contrary to the general Brazilian view on blacks. They help turning the 

negative black Self into a positive one. Another black character that should be mentioned here is Bob 

Marley, who is a symbol of black pride among many blacks in Salvador (Guerreiro 2000). To the composers 

he is a typical hero because he was black, marginalized and because in his lyrics he protested against racism 

and social and racial inequality. As Adailton explained: 

 

‘Bob Marley is our great leader. We were influenced a lot by his music (…) because it is music 

of black resistance. His music is only about true things, like racial discrimination, prejudice, 

discrimination of religion, politics. It demands equality for all people.’ 21 

 

According to Geraldo it was a shock for the black community in Salvador when Bob Marley died in 1981.22 

This is described in the next song: 

  

The black man holds his head and cries 
and cries, feeling the absence of the king 
The black man holds his head and cries  
and cries, feeling the absence of the king 
When he exploded around the world  
he unfolded his beauty and brilliance 
Bob Marley will be forever 
In the heart of the whole black race  
No goodbye 
Tell me see you soon 
No goodbye 
 

— “Brilho e beleza” (Beauty and brilliance) by Sérgio Participação (Bloco afro Muzenza) (Disk tracks 1 and 

16) 

 

I have described Zumbi and Bob Marley, who are the most referred to black heroes by the composers. Other 

examples of blacks the composers see as heroes are Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther King and Malcolm X. 

All of these personalities are blacks that fought for the rights of black and oppressed people. In addition to 

these black heroes, there are some other characters the composers consider heroes, which are not black. 

What these other heroes have in common with the black ones is that they stood up for poor and oppressed 

people as well, often being marginalized themselves. I will now discuss the character Lampião, a popular 

Brazilian legend, who lived in the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th century. Even though Lampião is 

not black, the composers identify with him because in their eyes he was marginalized and he fought in favor 

of the poor and oppressed, resisting against the elite.  

 Lampião (pseudonym of Virgulino Ferreira da Silva) has been compared to other bandit-heroes such 

as Robin Hood and Jesse James. Lampião was the leader of a cangaço, a band of outlaws from the rural part 
                                                
21 Interview with Adailton Poesia, February 19 2008. 
22 Interview with Geraldo Cristal, February 27 2008. 
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of Brazil’s north-east, who rebelled in groups, assaulting farms of large land owners and fighting the 

authorities. Lampião and his wife Maria Bonita were known for their courage, because they defeated the 

police in many occasions. Lampião was captured by the police and decapitated in 1938. However, he 

remains the most popular legend of Brazil’s history and mostly-used character in Brazilian popular culture, 

in which he is idealized as a hero defending the poor (Chandler 1978). Chandler (1978:246) states that 

idealization of Lampião is not based on historical facts as 

 

 ‘[c]oncern over the oppression of the poor and weak by the wealthy and powerful was simply 

not one of his preoccupations. He was mainly concerned with his own survival, and in his fight 

for survival he demanded and received the cooperation and favors not only of peasants but also 

of wealthy landowners and political bosses’.  

 

However, the composers, as many other Brazilians, idealize Lampião as a defender of the poor and 

oppressed, who fought for freedom and equality. Several of the composers glorify Lampião in their songs. 

An example is As duas historias, written by Marquinhos Marques. It describes the difficulties poor 

inhabitants of the rural backlands of the North-East (sertão) suffer. Lampião, Maria Bonita and Corisco, a 

member of Lampião’s gang, are pictured as saviors of the Northeastern people and as martyrs that sacrificed 

their lives fighting against the elite and in favor of the poor and oppressed: 

  

The drought weakens the northeast every day 
And Olodum praises the loved Bahia 
Lampião, the king of the cangaço, and Dona Maria 
Made a revolution in the history of this Dynasty  
The northeast, tired and suffering  
Where is it going to get support? 
There is no solution to give 
Pray flooded ones, pray scorched ones  
Live only crying 
Save the northeast  
Will that much suffering ever stop 
Corisco, Maria Bonita and the king Lampião 
Righteous people died struggling 
In the middle of the sertão 
 

— “As duas histórias” (The two stories) by Marquinhos Marques (Bloco afro Olodum) (Disk track 12) 

 

As we can see, the idea that Lampião was a hero who fought for social equality is expressed in this song. 

Marquinhos pictures Lampião as righteous because in his eyes he resisted the elite which oppressed the 

poor. This reflects the identity of the composers involved in this research, as they feel oppressed by the elite 

as well, and therefore glorify a hero like Lampião. The composers feel Lampião is still seen as a marginal 

nowadays and they think this is undeserved. Marquinhos told me: 
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'Lampião has always been described as a marginal, but to us who know the history, he is a great 

revolutionary because he did not accept things implanted by the system. (…) In reality they are 

our martyrs, like Zumbi dos Palmares, Malcolm X, they have similarities because they fight for 

equality and better conditions for the whole population.’ 23 

 

Marquinhos compares Lampião here to the black heroes Zumbi and Malcolm X stating that they are similar 

because they fight for equality. Marcelo Gentil also sees Lampião as a hero as in his view Lampião was 

oppressed by the system and fought for social justice:  

 

'Lampião, even though he is not black, is an important character of the historic fight of this 

country, and he was marginalized by the rural elite of the country (…). Lampião was the fruit of 

a perverted and oppressing system that made him a marginal. (…) Lampião was a righteous 

man, contrary to what during a long time official history books tried to show him as a 

marginal.’ 24 

 

Examples of other characters seen as heroes by the composers, because they fought in favor of the poor and 

oppressed, are Che Guevara and Maratma Ghandi. We have seen that strengthening their imagined 

community the composers relate to certain, usually black, heroes. In their view these people fought in favor 

of poor or socially excluded people and for racial and social equality. I now turn to the notion of black 

culture and show in which ways the composers use it to define their community. 

 

2.4 Black culture: an African heritage 

Next to common past and origin, the notion of black culture is important for black identity construction. The 

composers define their community using cultural expressions they label as black, and feel connected to all 

blacks because they share a culture. Examples of such cultural expressions are language, religion and music. 

Like the composers see all blacks in the world as one African family, they see all culture this family 

produces as black culture. In this view all black people in the world have African roots and therefore all 

culture invented and practiced by blacks has African roots as well, also if it is produced outside of Africa. 

 As becomes clear from several studies, in present times which are marked by globalization, local as 

well as global black cultural expressions are important for the construction of black identity (Sansone 2003). 

The composers are interested in Afro-Brazilian culture as well as black culture from outside of Brazil. Black 

cultural expressions referred to most by the composers are the Afro-Brazilian religion candomblé, the 

African language Yoruba, several styles of black music and the Afro-Brazilian martial art capoeira. I will 

now discuss how these are used to create a sense of community among blacks, starting with candomblé. 

Candomblé is the Bahian variant of the Afro-Brazilian religious system, which is seen as the African derived 

religion that has remained most purely African in the New World (Voeks 1990; Assunção 2005; Carvalho 

                                                
23 Interview with Marquinhos Marques, February 18 2008. 
24 Interview with Marcelo Gentil, January 23 2008. 
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1993). It originated in the Yoruba region in West-Africa and exists in similar forms but under different 

names in other parts of Brazil and the world, such as Xangô in the Brazilian state Pernambuco, Shango in 

Trinidad and Grenada and Santeria in Cuba. All these derivations from the religion of the Yoruba worship 

the orishas (in Brazil orixás), African Gods which represent natural forces, kings and queens or human 

characteristics (Walker 1990). In Bahian candomblé orixás are worshipped and African ancestors are praised 

during cult sessions (Assunção 2005). The Pai-de-Santo (priest) and Maẽ-de-Santo (priestess) play an 

important role within the religion. They lead religious activities practiced at the terreiro, the sacred space of 

a candomblé community, and they are believed to have supernatural powers (Herskovits 1956).  

 Several composers I interviewed are adepts of candomblé. Of the fourteen of whom I talked to about 

religion, six of them have been raised frequenting candomblé. Geraldo stopped going to candomblé, because 

he became a Rastafarian. The other five composers that were raised frequenting candomblé still do. They all 

say it is important to them, because practicing it is a tradition within their family and because they see it as 

African heritage. Three composers were not raised going to candomblé sessions, but started going at a later 

age. Candomblé interested them because they see it as African heritage. The others say they never go to 

candomblé, however they all respect it and see it as African heritage that should be preserved. Participating 

in candomblé or writing lyrics about candomblé is for many of the composers I interviewed an expression of 

their African roots. In Adailton’s words:  

 

‘[Candomblé] identifies most with the black people, because it came from our African land, 

from our mother Africa.’25  

 

To Ythamar Tropicália candomblé had everything to do with blackness and African roots as well:  

 

‘Candomblé comes from my family, from my roots. My mother is black, my grandmother was 

black, and they all practiced candomblé. My grandmother was Mãe-de-Santo, my mother was 

Filha-de-Santo and I, as the oldest child, I go on with all this, making black music, black 

painting, frequenting black religion.’ 26  

 

The composers often refer to candomblé in their songs, even those who do not consider it their religion. The 

clearest examples of influences from candomblé in lyrics are the use of orixás, and the use of expressions or 

words in the African language Yoruba, which are used in candomblé sessions. As we will see now the 

language Yoruba is another marker of the composers’ black identity. 

As Eriksen and others have shown, language is often a marker of ethnic identity, as ‘…a shared language 

can be a powerful symbol of cultural unity’ (Eriksen 1993:103). While black Brazilians do not have a 

separate language of their own, the composers seek to distinguish themselves by referring to the language 

Yoruba as the language of their ancestors. Yoruba, a language derived from the Yoruba region, today called 

                                                
25 Interview with Adailton Poesia, February 19 2008. 
26 Interview with Ythamar Tropicália, April 18 2008. 
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Nigeria, is preserved in Brazil as it has been used in candomblé sessions until today (Assunção 2005). While 

Yoruba is from just one part of Africa, the composers associate it with blackness or Africanness in general. 

Like other expressions of black culture, Yoruba symbolizes African heritage to them. Adailton sees Yoruba 

as the real language of Afro-Brazilians, because it is what their ancestors spoke: 

 

‘Yoruba is an African language that has a very important meaning to us who are African-

descendants. (…) When we make a song about Africa we are talking about our people, about 

our ancestors, so there is nothing better than speaking their language, their dialect, which is 

Yoruba.’ 27 

 

Although some of the composers, mostly those who are adepts of candomblé, know some Yoruba, most of 

them have limited or no knowledge at all of the language. When they want to use Yoruba in their 

compositions they use a Yoruba dictionary, the internet or ask people with knowledge of Yoruba for help. 

Ythamar, who was a candomblé adept, explained what he did when he wanted to use Yoruba in a song:  

 

‘Usually I do some research. I already know a little bit because I am from the candomblé 

religion. In daily life we learn some, we hear the priests and the priestesses talk, so we take a 

little bit from that, and we research a little, in books (…). Today with the internet it is easy as 

well.’28 

 

As Eriksen and others have shown ‘the relationship between interpretations [of the past] and “objective 

history” is necessarily contestable’ (Eriksen 1993:72). The fact the composers use Yoruba, a language they 

have never spoken, and see it as their original language is an example of this. It shows how black identity in 

a way can be constructed. The composers use Yoruba, that way giving foundation to their imagined 

community. Even though they do not speak Yoruba, they label it as the language of their origins. Several of 

them use Yoruba in their lyrics. Using it is a way for them to emphasize their African ancestry. Xarope 

practices candomblé and uses Yoruba words or sentences in several of his lyrics. The song Relógio, in which 

Portuguese and Yoruba are mixed, is one example: 

 
In Yoruba I came to sing 
I am not obanidije bibaje ojubo 
But I am dara laibaje abadapara 
Okearo good morning did you think I did not know 
That the people of the periphery suffer from agony heresy 
 
Hip hop underground come on 
This is the popular party of the favela 
I do not make rap inspired by big knives 
I am inspired by Zumbi warrior and Lampião 

                                                
27 Interview with Adailton Poesia, February 19 2008. 
28 Interview with Ythamar Tropicália, April 18 2008. 
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— “Relógio” (Clock) by Xarope 

 

Some composers use other African languages in their songs, though Yoruba is by far used the most. 

Ythamar used some Arabic words in a song. Geraldo uses Yoruba and a little bit of Kimbundo, a language 

spoken by the native people of Angola, in some of his songs, of which he learnt some words from a book. 

He told me he tries to incorporate the Kimbundo word ‘Zambele’, which he said means ‘let’s go’ within his 

group of friends:  

 

‘Zambele, let’s go. Sometimes I use it. I try to introduce it with my friends. Zambele brother, 

let’s go.’ 29 

 

We have seen that the composers see candomblé and African languages, mostly Yoruba, as African heritage. 

They associate these cultural expressions with their African roots and ancestors and use them to give 

foundation to their imagined community. In defining their black community they use black music as well. 

They see all music invented by blacks as originally African. Reggae-artists Geraldo and Ednaldo both told 

me they see reggae as African. Ednaldo Sá: 

 

‘The real origin of reggae is Africa (…). When I talk about Rastafari I talk about Africa, when I 

talk about Haile Selassie I talk about Africa. When we use blues in our music we are expressing 

Africa.’30 

 

The composers often mention black musical styles like rap, reggae, jazz, blues and samba in their lyrics. 

Marquinhos Marques and two of his companions wrote a song for Olodum in which next to several black 

leaders, the music styles samba-reggae, jazz, and blues are honored: 

 
Nobody passes here without singing samba-reggae 
Nobody passes here without singing jazz 
Nobody passes here without singing blues 
Nobody passes here without moving his feet 
Ô ô ô jazz and blues 
Ô ô  ô I am Olodum (2x)  
I sing samba-reggae 
I dance jazz and blues 
Swinging on samba-reggae 
This sound leads me 
Politicizing my country 
Being inspired by the ones we know 
Mandela, Luther King 
Marcus Garvey and Malcolm X 
 

                                                
29 Interview with Geraldo Cristal, February 27 2008. 
30 Interview with Ednaldo Sá, April 25 2008. 
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— “Jazz e blues” (Jazz and blues) by Marquinhos Marques, Reni Veneno and Pierre Onassis (Bloco afro 

Olodum)     (Disk track 13) 

  

The composers see black music, like candomblé and Yoruba, as African heritage which symbolizes their 

roots. Focusing on these cultural aspects they give foundation to their imagined community, explaining the 

connection between all blacks in the world. By referring to the African roots of all black culture, this culture 

is linked to all blacks. By showing interest in black culture, referring to it in their songs, the composers 

express their African identity.  

 

Reflections  

We have seen the composers imagine a worldwide community of blacks (Us) with the help of certain 

cultural elements. These elements, which in their eyes connect all blacks, are African origin, shared history 

and shared black culture. Imagining a shared history the composers glorify certain heroes that in their eyes 

fought for the well-being of the community, because they stood up for black, poor and oppressed people. 

Imagining their community the composers create continuity between the past and the present. The past of 

slavery and suffering on the one hand and resistance and victories on the other hand are important for their 

identity construction. We have seen how the composers define their black community (the black Self). In the 

following chapter I will show how the composers define the outsider (the Other) and how they construct 

boundaries between insiders and outsiders of the community.  
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3. DEFINING THE OTHER 

 

As we have seen in chapter One, a group identity exists because of supposed differences between that group 

and others. The members of a group oppose themselves to outsiders of the group, that way creating 

boundaries between the Self and the Other (Barth 1969; Eriksen 1995). In the previous chapter I have shown 

how a black community is imagined using certain cultural elements. In this chapter we will see how these 

same cultural elements are used to create boundaries and define the outsider of the black community. We 

will see how the composers decide who is and who is not a member of their community, or in other words 

who is black and who is white. 

As will become clear, the boundaries the composers create are mostly connected to racial inequality, 

racism and white dominance. The Other is imagined as a white and rich elite that oppresses the black Self. 

That way an enemy to the imagined community is created. In this chapter we will see how the composers 

explain differences between insiders and outsiders using the notions of class, culture and the idea of 

personality or behavior. I will start by discussing how boundaries are drawn as a result of class differences.  

 

3.1 Boundaries and class 

As we have seen in the first chapter, there is a relationship between class and ethnicity, as members of ethnic 

groups often share a class position in society. Such a shared class position can generate ethnic feelings, 

stimulating a sense of connection among members (Rasch 2008). Sansone states that this is the case for 

black identity as ‘class position (…) determines the way in which blackness is experienced’ (Sansone 

2003:181). As we will see, in the composers’ black identity construction class plays an important role as 

well. This is a result of Brazilian race relations and the composers’ social position in society.  

 We have seen that in Brazil the elite are almost exclusively white, while the lower classes are 

disproportionally black (Agier 1995; Telles 2004) and that the composers are among the lower classes of 

Brazilian society and experience social exclusion. Resulting from their experiences, and their awareness of 

social and racial inequalities of Brazilian society, they draw boundaries between black and white based on 

the idea of class differences. In their view, the differences between black and white have to do mostly with 

social differences. As a result they often classify poor people as black and rich people as poor, independent 

on skin color. In Adailton’s view all poor people are black: 

 

‘I think defining blacks and whites here in Bahia, aside from color, also has to do with social 

inequality. (...) Because you know that the wealth in Brazil is more in the hands of whites, than 

in the hands of blacks. There are few blacks with money and many whites. (…) So when a 

person is poor, he is black.’ 31 

 

                                                
31 Interview with Adailton Poesia, February 19 2008. 
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As to the other composers, to Adailton everyone who is poor is black, even if they have white skin. The 

composers incorporate poor and oppressed people, with whom they feel connected, into their imagined 

community. On the contrary they see rich and powerful people as outsiders of the community, independent 

on their skin color and other external features. As Odé explained: 

  

‘When I talk about whites, I am not talking about skin color, but about the people that have the 

power, because generally the power is held by an elite, which is white.’  32 

 

The same view is expressed in the following comment made by Tonho Matéria: 

 

‘When I say “white”, people do not understand me. They think I am talking about skin color, 

but I am talking about power, the system that excludes us’ 33 

 

As explained previously most black Brazilians, among whom the composers, live in poor parts of cities 

while upper class neighborhoods are mostly inhabited by whites. To the composers the periphery or favela 

(shanty town) symbolizes blackness, because only black and poor people live there. According to Odé 

people in the periphery are all black, ‘even if they have white skin, because they live like blacks.’ 34 Odé 

connects blackness to social class and to living in the periphery and experiencing social problems that are 

part of being low class in Brazil: 

 

‘When I talk about whites (…) I am not talking about a white person, because there are white-

blacks; whites from the periphery that suffer the same way blacks do.’35 

 

By using the word white-blacks Odé expresses that there are people who despite the fact they have white 

external features, in his eyes are black. They are black because they also (like blacks) experience 

marginalization and discrimination: 

 

‘Discrimination here has to do with financial conditions as well, the way you dress, places you 

go. (…) Who is poor, is dicriminated, but a poor black suffers even more, he does not have a 

chance. Even if he is well-dressed, he does not escape discrimination.’ 36 

 

Adailton explained why he sees the favela as a place of blacks:   

 

                                                
32 Interview with Odé Rufino, March 7 2008. 
33 Interview with Tonho Matéria, February 19 2008. 
34 Interview with Odé Rufino, April 2 2008. 
35 Interview with Odé Rufino, March 7 2008. 
36 Interview with Odé Rufino, March 7 2008. 
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‘In the favela there are only blacks. Looking at their skin color, there are some white people as 

well, but if we talk about social matters everyone is poor, B-class, so I think that the favela is 

the place of the blacks.’ 37  

 

As we have seen previously and here once again, according to Adailton skin color is one way to distinguish 

between black and white and social class is another. In this view a person who is poor and who ‘lives like a 

black’ can be black, even if he has white skin. The composers associate whiteness with wealth and the elite. 

Because they see the elite as an oppressor, they associate whiteness, or white culture, with oppression. When 

Deivison Pereira described white culture he mentioned among others the bible, sciences, erudite music, war, 

capitalism and imperialism. He sees the Bush government as a white institution, because it ‘invades 

countries that are in war, to implant its own system and to make money selling their own products’.38 The 

idea of the white Other being an oppressor of the black Self is expressed in Geraldo’s song Libertação: 

 

I hope it will come 
Before it is too late 
The liberation of the blacks, the Africans 
I need to talk about our situation 
The system of the white keeps the black man in this condition 
and under oppression  
The black man turns his back to his past 
Where he is spiritually rooted 
 

— “Libertação” (Liberation) by Geraldo Cristal (Dsik track 5) 

 

According to this song blacks are not truly free yet, even though slavery was abolished a long time ago, as 

whites still are in power. We have seen that the notion of class influences the construction of black identity. 

Boundaries to the imagined community are drawn mainly based on the opposition of rich versus poor, and 

oppressor versus oppressed. The Other is defined as white, rich and oppressor. As we will see now, the 

composers refer to slavery to emphasize this opposition. They compare present and past, showing racial 

inequality is a continuing story. 

 

3.2 Linking racial inequality to the past  

As we have seen in the first chapter, racial inequalities in Brazil are rooted in the past of slavery. In 

Sansone’s words:  

 

‘Racialized inequality in Brazil is part of a larger and more complex phenomenon with roots in 

the past. (…) Generally speaking, the darker one’s skin, the more disadvantaged one’s position 

in this society: the most unequal in the world’ (Sansone 2004:26).  

                                                
37 Interview with Adailton Poesia, April 4 2008. 
38 Interview with Deivison Pereira, April 23 2008.  
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The composers also see racial inequality as a heritage of slavery. In the previous chapter we have seen the 

history of slavery is used to strengthen the idea of a black community. As we will see now the composers 

link slavery to their present experiences with marginalization. Doing this they strengthen the boundaries 

between black and white and define the Other as oppressor. In many of the composers’ songs a link between 

racial inequalities nowadays and slavery is made. The next capoeira song by Toni Vargas is an example: 

 

My great-grandfather told me 
That in times of slavery 
There was pain, a lot of pain, so much pain 
They died of pain the blacks my brothers 
Pain, pain, pain 
Blood comes off the whip of the master 
The black dies of longing without love 
Dona Isabel your law has not helped 
The black dies from Paris to Salvador 
Blood comes off the pen of the rich man 
The black race was not born to have a master 
My soul is free, the berimbau39 liberated me 
 

— “Dor” (Pain) by Toni Vargas (Disk track 3) 

 

As we can see, the song links slavery to present time. It mentions Dona Isabel, the Portuguese princess who 

signed the Lei Aúrea on the 13th of May 1888 to abolish slavery (Assunção 2005). The message of the song 

is that the situation of blacks did not get better after slavery ended. Slave owners from the past (“the 

master”) are compared to today’s white elite (“the rich man”), because both oppress blacks. Like is the 

message in this song, the composers see poverty and social exclusion as a modern kind of slavery. Because 

in their view not much has changed for blacks in Brazil, they often say slavery has never really ended. As 

Adailton put it: 

 

‘Today black people still suffer (…). Slavery for me is permanent, even if it is hidden. (…) 

Unemployment, health, education, all this is still a form of slavery of blacks in Brazil’.40  

 

The same idea is expressed in a song by Odé, which also refers to the lei Aúrea:   

 

 
Princess Isabel 
Your law was never worth anything for us 
From here to there in this path nothing has changed 
Without equality, without freedom 
Without housing, without education 
Without health, without security 

                                                
39 One stringed musical bow which accompanies the martial art capoeira 
40 Interview with Adailton Poesia, February 19 2008. 
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Without a decent job of a citizen 
 

— “Comemorar o que?” (Comemorating what?) by Odé Rufino 

 
In Império Negro’s song Desabafo do Trabalhador, written by Jeferson, a link between the situation of the 

black working man and slavery is made as well:  

 

I am going to sleep,  
I am going to rest 
I will wake up early 
From five in the morning 
I have to go to work 
I work all day 
as a bricklayer 
I am tired my body hurts 
The next day I am ready  
I work like crazy 
A lot of pain in my body 
It seems that slavery  
is never going to stop 
I don’t know anymore what to do 
in this exploring world 
I only ask God to give me strength  
and love in my heart 
 

— “Desabafo do trabalhador” (Outlet of the working man) by Jeferson Bonfim (Disk track 8) 

 

In the video clip Império Negro made for this song41 references to slavery are made as well. This is 

expressed in the use of slave cloths and chains, and the image of Jeferson and Xarope freeing themselves 

from these chains.  

 The link between the past and present becomes also clear from songs that compare today’s favelas 

and the colonial quilombos (settlements of fled slaves who resisted the European oppressor). According to 

Agier (1995:259) the quilombo is a symbol often used in discourse of Brazil’s black movement, because it 

stresses a separate black identity as a counter vision to Brazil’s racial democracy and hidden racism. The 

composers use the quilombo symbolically to emphasize their black identity as well. They compare the 

favelas they live in with quilombos, because both places are inhabited by blacks who are oppressed by 

whites, but who resist this oppressor. They identify with the slaves in the quilombos because they feel they 

are black and oppressed like the slaves were. Both the favela and quilombo are symbols of black resistance 

in a white world. In the song Sofisticadamente favelado, a link between the favela and the quilombo is made:  

 

The image that reveals a favela 
Goes back to the history of slavery 
A people naked in the streets 
Without any compensation 

                                                
41 See http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=76JUjkKirTs 
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In the untiring heavy labor for life 
In precarious situations 
Without any infrastructure 
 

— “Sofisticadamente favelado” by Adailton Poesia and Valter Farias 

 

Adailton explained he thinks the favela and the quilombo are similar because in both places the inhabitants 

are black and oppressed. In the case of the quilombos oppression occurs by attacks by military expeditions 

and in the case of the favela by police abuses.42 

 We have seen the composers refer to the colonial past to emphasize and explain the boundaries 

between black and white. They see whites as descendants of Europeans, who were colonizers, and blacks as 

descendants of Africans. By emphasizing the African origin of blacks, the European origin of whites, and 

the different histories of these two groups, the composers strengthen the boundaries between black and 

white. We will see now that when creating boundaries the composers attach positive values to the notion of 

African and negative ones to the notion of European peoples. Doing this they turn around the dominant 

Brazilian view on race, which prefers white over black. An example of this is that Valmir Brito told me 

during one of our interviews that my ancestors enslaved his ancestors.43 By relating to slavery he opposed 

the black and the white race and he attached negative values to whiteness. The same message is expressed in 

the next statement by Jeferson, who also refers to ancestry to create a boundary and to attach positive values 

to blackness and negative ones to whiteness: 

 

‘Brazil was for detention, it was like a prison. They dropped them [Portuguese criminals] here. 

And in Africa there were kings, queens. When they arrived in Africa to take the blacks, they saw 

it was different there. So the Portuguese also came here, the ones that came were prostitutes, 

thieves. They came here to be punished. So if you look at history, people like to say “my great-

great-grandmother was white”. Yes, she was a prostitute! Or your great-great-grandfather was 

a thief, they came to Brazil to be punished. (…) They do not know that who came was the uncle 

who was an alcoholic, grandma who was a prostitute, daddy who was a thief. They do not know 

that, so they act arrogant. No, I say that I am black, my ancestors were blacks, because they 

were kings, queens, they were wealthy people.’ 44 

 

Jeferson refers to Brazilians who take pride in their white ancestry, those that in his eyes are influenced by 

the whitening ideal. By describing Africans as kings and queens he expresses black pride. By in addition 

describing Portuguese colonizers as thieves, alcoholics and prostitutes, he turns around the dominant 

Brazilian view on race, in which white is seen as superior and black as inferior. He bases his black pride on 

his ancestry. Several other composers attached positive values to blackness by describing the ancestors of 
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the blacks as kings and queens, and wealthy people. In their eyes blacks would be wealthy and successful, 

but because of slavery they became poor and are now seen as marginals. In the words of Ednaldo Sá:  

 

‘We are descendants of slaves. Our forefathers came as slaves. (…) However we understand that our 

ancestors also had virtues. They also had kings and queens.’ 45  

 

The same idea of blacks being kings and queens, is expressed in Geraldo’s song Reparação (They 

sequestrated me to Brazil/ involuntary period/ descendant of kings and queens) and in Toni Vargas’ song 

Navio Negreiro (see chapter Two), which describes a king who loses his queen on a slave ship. 

 Othelo used the notion of ancestry to racially classify. In his view someone can have black ancestry, 

and thus be black even if his external features are those of a white person. In our interview he described a 

person that, even though he appears white and lives in a white environment, has black ancestors and is 

therefore essentially, deeply inside, black: 

 

‘Sometimes a person is born in Europe, and wants to have dread locks. That is ancestry. The 

guy’s ancestry tree should be examined, because he could be as black as I am, because it is in 

his DNA (…). But he can appear white.’ 46 

 

As we have seen the composers link their present experiences with racism and social exclusion to the 

colonial past to strengthen the boundaries between black and white. They often attach positive values to the 

African ancestors and their history and negative ones to the European ancestors and their history. I will now 

show how the boundaries of black identity are drawn also based on the notion of black and white culture.  

 

3.3 Boundaries and culture 

In the previous chapter we have seen that the composers use the notion of black culture to define their 

imagined community. Now I will show how the same notion of black culture is used to create boundaries to 

the community and define the Other. Boundaries are created by opposing this black culture to the non-black 

(or white) culture of the outsiders of the community. Certain cultural traits are labeled as black while others 

are labeled as white. Many composers are against the mixing of black and white culture as to them this 

mixing symbolizes white domination and oppression. They prefer to focus on the African essence of cultural 

expressions and consider mixed culture as black culture which is polluted by white influences. The 

composers see white culture as elitist and feel their black culture is discriminated by the white elite. They 

say, for example, that black music is hardly played on Brazilian radio stations, contrary to commercialized 

music they see as ‘white’. They also feel that their music can only be successful if it is performed by a white 

artist. Tonho Matéria:  

 

                                                
45 Interview with Ednaldo Sá, April 25 2008. 
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‘The bloco afro did not have success on the radio, but the higher class artists were the ones that 

recorded the songs of the blocos afro and that had success. And until today it is a little bit like 

that.’ 47 

 

The composers feel black music is explored by whites who are the ones that make a profit out of it. They see 

Afro-Bahian music as music from the poor, and as discriminated by the elite. They refer to the fact that 

compared to successful commercialized music, their music is not played on the radio and that it is difficult to 

earn money for artists making black music. For this reason the popular Bahian music style axé, despite the 

fact that it has ‘black roots’ deriving from samba-reggae, is seen as white music. Axé music is 

commercialized and very popular in Brazil. Though its rhythm originates from the Afro-Brazilian samba-

reggae, the composers consider axé music as white. This is due to the fact the most famous axé singers are 

white Brazilians and to the fact that lower class people can often not afford going to axé shows. Therefore 

most composers see axé music as elitist and white. Adailton told me: 

 

‘I listen to samba, reggae, Afro-Brazilian music, not to axé music, because axé music is 

dominated by whites.’48 (…) ‘For me, our music is samba-reggae. Axé music is something more 

elitist, something of the white. The whites brought it to history.’49  

 

Deivison told me axé music is mostly made by blacks but it is only accessible for whites, because tickets to 

axé shows are expensive. He said that only whites and few blacks can pay for it ‘but those blacks are white 

as well, because they have money’. 50 These examples suggest that the boundaries of black identity are 

drawn on the basis of differences between black and white culture. However class is important here once 

again, as in the composers’ view white culture is high-class and elitist while black culture is dominated by 

whites. Axé music, even though its roots might be black, is now seen as white as it is produced and practiced 

by the elite.  

When drawing boundaries by using the notion of culture, the composers also refer to the past, when 

Afro-Brazilian culture was discriminated by the white Brazilian elite. This repression of Afro-Brazilian 

cultural expressions started during slavery when masters usually did not allow their slaves to practice their 

African culture. After abolition repression continued, as in the eyes of the Brazilian elite Afro-Brazilian 

culture was a symbol of backwardness (Sousa & Nascimento 2008; Assunção 2005b). In this view Brazil 

could only progress if the population and its culture would be whitened: 

 

‘According to the predominant view, ‘racial mixture’ was seen as positive only insofar as it led 

to the ‘whitening’ of the overall result, which would allow Brazil one day to overcome its racial 
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handicap. Similarly, indigenous or African cultural traits were tolerated only so long as they fit 

into an overall framework that should remain white or European’ (Assunção 2005b:158). 

 

As a result of oppression, black culture has often become mixed with European cultural elements. An 

obvious example of syncretism is the religion candomblé. In the previous chapter we have seen that the 

composers perceive candomblé as an expression of their African roots. We will now see how they use 

candomblé to create boundaries between black and white, referring to the oppression of candomblé during 

slavery.  

 Though it is seen as the purest form of ‘African’ cultural expression in the New World, candomblé 

has been mixed with catholic elements, when the masters obliged the slaves to practice catholicism (Walker 

1990). The slaves, who were not allowed to honor their orixás (African gods), were forced to pray to statues 

of catholic saints. As a result catholic saint came to represent orixás and today each orixá is still associated 

with a catholic saint. For instance Jesus represents Oxalá, the creator of human life, and the Virgin Mary 

represents Yemanjá, Goddess of the ocean (Walker 1990; Assunção 2005). Candomblé was repressed also 

after abolition until the end of the 20th century. During this time the police accused candomblé leaders from 

crimes such as illegal medicine, invaded shrines, arrested practitioners and destroyed religious objects 

(Assunção 2005). After World War II repression decreased, but only from the mid 1970s, after the period of 

military rule ended candomblé became legal. The Brazilian government declared that there should be 

freedom of religion and candomblé houses were no longer obliged to register with the police (Walker 1990). 

However, according to the composers there is still much prejudice against candomblé in Brazil. Marquinhos 

explained candomblé nowadays is discriminated. He referred to the past and stated that in spite of repression 

followers of candomblé continue resisting:    

 

‘[Candomblé] it is a heritage that we have and someone has to assume it, in order for it to 

continue. We have been persecuted during years and years and years. We are still repressed by 

the protestant church (…). But we are here, we continue to resist, we cultivate and we respect, 

even though they do not respect us.’ 51 

 

Because of its history of oppression and resistance, candomblé is a symbol of black identity to the 

composers involved in this research. They consider participating in and preserving candomblé a way to 

resist white domination. The same can be said about the African language Yoruba. In the previous chapter I 

have explained how the composers use Yoruba to strengthen their imagined community. We have seen that 

even though they do not use it in daily life, they see it as the language of their origins and a symbol of their 

African roots. I will now show that the idea of Yoruba as a language of origins is used to create boundaries 

between black and white, as the African Yoruba is opposed to the European Portuguese. Adailton 
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emphasizes his black identity and black roots by stating Yoruba is the language of his ancestors, opposing it 

to Portuguese, which he sees as the language of the European colonizers: 

 

‘We have our language Portuguese, inherited from our colonizers the Portuguese. But when we 

make a song about Africa we are talking about our people, about our ancestors, so there is 

nothing better than speaking their language, their dialect, which is Yoruba.’ 52  

 

By defining Yoruba as the real language of the African-descendants, and Portuguese as the language of the 

colonizers, Adailton creates a boundary between black and white. Othelo sees Yoruba and other African 

languages as a means of black resistance against white oppression: 

 

‘Our ancestors spoke Nago, Yoruba and other languages so the slave owners would not know 

what they were saying. (…) They needed to speak Yoruba to have some privacy, to hide if they 

wanted to plan a revolt. To be a revolutionary you need to have privacy (…) so I think we use 

Yoruba in the lyrics today as a way of resistance.’ 53 

 

Othelo links the past and present of blacks in Brazil opposing blacks and whites. He sees the use of Yoruba 

as a continuance of resistance. He feels connected with the slaves and links their situation to his own, as he 

feels socially excluded like they were. Therefore he does the same the slaves did; resist. In his eyes the use 

and preservation of Yoruba is a way to resist white dominance over blacks. 

 Like candomblé, other Afro-Brazilian cultural expressions have been mixed with European culture, 

as a result of repression in the past and intercultural contact. The composers refer to this oppression often, 

opposing black and white Brazilian culture. Tonho Matéria:  

 

‘Our Brazilian educational system has always denied us (…). We never learnt anything about 

our culture, we learnt that Tome de Sousa, Duarte da Costa, Pedro Alvares Cabral came here 

and did this, the Portuguese court came here, like Dom Pedro II, Dom Pedro I, Maria Isabel, 

Princess Isabel, Princess Leopoldina. We learnt about those people from another nation, from 

another culture, that do not have anything to do with our culture. And these people were the 

ones that destroyed our culture.’ 54  

 

Tonho Matéria here opposes black and white culture. By opposing his own culture to Portuguese, European 

or white culture, he emphasizes the African origin of his culture and his own African descent. Writing and 

singing songs about black culture, is by many composers seen as a way to maintain black cultural heritage 

and to resist white oppression. 
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Like opposing to racially identifying as mixed, some black movement activists oppose to syncretism 

(mixing) of black and white culture as well. A discussion of syncretism versus purity has developed in 

Brazil particularly since the 1980s, by black activists, some academics and some candomblé priests and 

priestesses. To these people cultural mixing symbolizes racial democracy and whitening (Walker 1990). 

Their view is an Afrocentric one, which stresses the African origin of Afro-Brazilian culture. It sees 

influences of European culture as pollution of African culture and a symbol of white domination of blacks 

(Assunção 2005b). In this view which stresses purity, all European influences should be banned from black 

culture, which should be ‘re-Africanized’.  

 Most of the composers, at least partly, share this view. When talking about Brazilian culture they 

prefer to separate African and European, or black and white culture, that way drawing a boundary between 

black and white. In their view cultural syncretism also symbolizes European domination of Africans. Reggae 

singer Ednaldo Sá made the same distinction between black and white cultures, stressing the African origin 

of Bahian culture. During his reggae radio show ‘Celebração das Raizes’ (Celebration of the Roots), which 

is emitted on the community radio of the favela Marechal Rondon, he constantly tells his listeners that 

Salvador is ‘the largest African city outside of Africa’ and that the ‘Africans’ living in Salvador should be 

proud of themselves and their culture. What others might describe as mixed or syncretised culture, is by 

Ednaldo described as black culture polluted by white culture. By doing this Ednaldo emphasizes that black 

culture is oppressed by whites: 

 

‘What really happened is a fake liberation, a fake freedom that exists until today, in capoeira, in 

candomblé, and other tendencies as well. They permitted the African people to cultivate their 

culture, however in a way that is influenced by the West, by the Catholic Church, so it does not 

make any sense. Every culture is a culture. And the culture that we understand as our culture is 

African, without any western interference.’ 55 

 

Ednaldo explained this in the case of capoeira, which he sees as an African expression which suffered from 

‘white’ influences:  

 

‘Capoeira is an expression of the African people. They searched for a sport and a self-defense, 

the slaves that did not have any other opportunity. They tried to cultivate their proper culture. 

However it was permitted with the interference of the west, of the catholic church. In many 

songs you find influences of the catholic church, and it has even influenced the minds of many 

people.’ 56 
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Ednaldo makes an opposition between black and white here. He sees capoeira as a way of resistance of 

African slaves. He emphasizes the African origin of capoeira, the fact it is an African expression, and that it 

was oppressed and influenced by European culture.  

 We have seen that by referring to oppression of black culture by whites, and by separating the black 

and white elements of mixed culture, the composers create boundaries to their imagined community. We 

will see now that when distinguishing between insiders and outsiders of the community, the composers 

consider the idea of black and white culture. Sometimes a person’s external features are considered less 

important than his culture by the composers when they racially classify that person. The next comment made 

by reggae singer Geraldo makes this clear: 

 

‘They say a black person is black when he has pigment. And they say a white person is white 

when he does not have pigment. But today, in my head, after some reflections, I understand that 

every white person that behaves like a black person, even if he lives in the west, that likes black 

music, that likes to dance like a black person, likes to eat like a black person, is also black. 

Because being black is not only a matter of skin color, it is a matter of customs, of culture, as 

well.’57 (…) ‘A place which has black culture is Africa to me. A person that for 30 or 40% likes 

things that came from Africa, music, art, any cultural expression, is African to me. Being 

African today is a matter of attitude, more than a matter of skin or territory.’ 58 

 

This example suggests that skin color does not necessarily play a role in deciding who is black and who is 

white. In Geraldo’s eyes cultural customs are more important than skin color. To many other composers a 

persons customs and behavior, or culture, is sometimes more important than his skin color. A person that in 

their eyes practices black culture or ‘behaves like a black person’ can be seen as black and thus an insider of 

the community, independent on his skin color and features. On the contrary a person with black features 

which practices white culture is often seen as a person who does not have black consciousness and who 

denies his black identity. This becomes clear from the following comment made by Othelo, in which he 

describes a black that tries to conform to the whitening ideal by practicing white culture:  

  

‘He does not frequent places that are a reference of black culture. His son does not practice 

capoeira but karate. He wants to be associated with a culture that is not his own, which is 

European, North American, white culture. (…) He lets go of his origin, because he has low self-

esteem. He thinks he is ugly, he doesn’t get it.’ 59 
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In Othelo’s opinion a black who does not practice black culture is not conscious of his own roots and does 

not have self esteem. In his eyes a real black, is proud of his black identity and does not try to be seen as 

white by practicing ‘white culture’.   

 

3.4 The essence of blackness 

We have seen that the composers create boundaries to their black community mainly based on class 

differences, cultural differences and the contrast of oppressor and oppressed. They have created an outsider 

or enemy to their black community. This enemy is a white elite, a colonizer who has oppressed blacks and 

their culture from colonial times until now. Connected to this idea of a white oppressor is the idea that 

blacks and whites have different personalities and behavior. Some composers consider this idea to draw 

boundaries between black and white. They often label a person they like, as black. White personality on the 

contrary is often associated with negative things. To express this idea the composers used words like 

attitude, behavior, sensitivity or consciousness. They divide people into black and white, using the social 

construct of race. They attribute certain different characteristics to these different people. Racism is based on 

the same idea; it connects the notion of race to certain characteristics. However while racism makes a black 

person inferior to a white person, the composers turn this view around; they attach positive characteristics to 

blackness and negative ones to whiteness. This became clear during an interview with Othelo: 

 

‘For example, I think that blacks are more sensitive than whites. Blacks are more explosive 

because they live in warmer regions. The blood of the black people is warmer, so we blacks are 

more sensitive than whites, and also, this is something everyone knows, when you talk about 

pacifists, the greatest pacifists of the world are blacks. Gandhi was not white, he was black, 

Martin Luther King was black, Nelson Mandela was black, Bob Marley was black. If you look at 

the greatest pacifists in the world, they were all black. This is because of their sensitivity. (…) 

The worst brutalities in the world were done by Hitler, Mussolini. They were not black. (…) The 

worst perpetrators of the world were not blacks. Haile Selassie and others really tried [to do 

good for the world] but eventually they died so they did not manage to influence as much as 

Hitler, Mussolini, Bush, Saddam Hussein and others. They were not black. So you can see that 

blacks have a tendency, we are not colonizers, we are conquerors, (…) we are very sensitive.’ 60 

 

In Othelo’s eyes blacks and whites are different because their personality is different. In his words this 

difference is ‘in the blood’. That way he connects the idea of different personality to race. In his eyes the 

black race is essentially different from the white race. However, he also said that someone who ‘appears 

white’, can be black. In his eyes, race is something which can be ‘on the inside’, and not necessarily ‘on the 

outside’. Ythamar constructed boundaries in a similar way and explained that external features do not 

always matter in this case:  
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‘You can be white, but you can have black attitude, and you can be black and have white 

attitude, so I look at each individual.’ 61 

 

This shows how skin color can be subordinate to what Ythamar called attitude, what Othelo called 

sensitivity, what others called consciousness, customs or behavior. In Ednaldo Sá’s words:  

 

‘It is very complex, there are white people who are blacker than many people who appear black 

from the outside. Because they have consciousness of the situation of the human being, of 

equality, they have consciousness on the concept of equality.’ 62 

 

Here Ednaldo talks about consciousness of social inequality. In his eyes a person who is conscious of the 

unequal social situation is ‘blacker’ than someone who has darker skin, who is not conscious. In Deivison’s 

point of view blackness has to do with class on the one hand, and consciousness on the other. In his eyes a 

black who becomes rich can become white, but only if his behavior allows him to:  

 

‘A black person that becomes rich starts to be treated by society as white. And sometimes he will 

accept it and really become whiter, because he will forget his past and his origin. He will forget 

his reality; he will live like a rich person. He will forget his roots. He will forget the favela 

where he came from and his old friends. He will live in a way that induces poverty, because he 

will buy an expensive car instead of helping his poor neighbor. He will forget his ancestors and 

his African origin. He becomes white because he lives in a white environment.’ 63  

 

We see here that to Deivison blackness has to do with class and also with consciousness. When a black 

person is treated by society as white, because he is rich, he can become white. However if he does not forget 

his black roots and if he will still help other poor people, in Deivison’s eyes he is still black. Only if he 

forgets all this and lives like a white and rich person, he becomes white. This illustrates how black identity is 

on the one hand a matter of belonging to the poor segment of society and on the other hand being conscious 

about ones roots. 

 

Reflections 

The construction of black identity is a reaction to racial injustices that occur in Brazilian society. The 

composers’ experiences with racism and social exclusion are reflected in the ways in which they create 

boundaries between black and white. These boundaries are mainly based on ideas of class differences, 

cultural differences and oppressor versus oppressed. When drawing boundaries the composers often refer to 
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the past of slavery and white domination, linking it to the present. The outsider of the black community is 

defined as white, rich, elitist and oppressor. The opposites of these characteristics are attributed to the black 

Self. Attaching positive connotations to the black Self and negative ones to the white Other, the composers 

turn around the dominant Brazilian view in which black is seen as inferior to white. In defining who is black 

and who is white, the composers do not consider skin color or other external features only: notions of class, 

cultural customs and personality are often considered more important. As we have seen black identity is 

evoked by the racial situation in Brazil. We will now see how the composers protest against this situation 

and how they try to change it. 
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4. PROTEST AGAINST THE RACIAL SITUATION: SPREADING AWARENESS 

 

As we have seen, the boundaries that define blackness are linked to notions of oppression, social exclusion 

and racial discrimination. Emphasizing one’s black identity and African roots is a way of the black Self to 

protest against the dominant white Other. Therefore we can say that black identity formation is a reaction to 

the racial injustices that occur in Brazilian society. Brazil’s black movement fights these racial injustices 

(Mitchell & Reiter 2008). However, as discussed in the first chapter of this thesis, in Brazilian society, 

which is still influenced by racial democracy, few Afro-Brazilians are racially conscious and the black 

movement has little support in its fight (Telles 2004; Mitchell & Reiter 2008). Therefore the black 

movements’ main goal is dismantling the myth of racial democracy, exposing Brazilian racism. In doing so 

it hopes to spread black awareness among the Afro-Brazilian population, encouraging the rise of a separate 

black identity. As Sousa and Nascimento (2008: 133) put it: 

 

‘All those critics of the myth of racial democracy have insisted that a solution to actual 

inequality requires the development of a “racial consciousness” among nonwhite Brazilians as 

a precondition for the formation of an effective political movement.’  

 

In this chapter I show how the composers’ goals are similar to those of Brazil’s black movement. Their aim 

is spreading racial awareness and protesting against racism and the whitening ideal. We will see that their 

racial views are strongly influenced by their experiences with hidden racism and the whitening ideal present 

in Brazilian society. Opposing themselves to this whitening ideal they draw a clear line between who is 

black and who is white. In their view, self-identifying as brown or mixed means conforming to the myth of 

racial democracy and the whitening ideal. Therefore they say all people, even those of mixed descent, should 

choose a racial identity, identifying themselves as either black or white. 

 In the first part of this chapter I describe in which ways the composers have been confronted with 

hidden racism and the whitening ideal. Subsequently I describe how they use racial classification as a 

strategy to oppose to whitening. Finally I discuss how in their lyrics the composers’ protest against Brazilian 

race relations and aim to spread black awareness among Afro-Brazilians.  

 

4.1 Experiences with racism and the whitening ideal 

As I have indicated in chapter One, Brazilian race relations are marked by a myth of racial democracy, 

hidden racism and a whitening ideal. While most Brazilians agree in Brazil there is little racism, they also 

agree that blacks should occupy subordinate positions and that being white is better. This whitening ideal is 

promoted by the Brazilian media, in which whites are overrepresented as symbols of wealth, beauty and 

success, while blacks are often portrayed in inferior roles (Sansone 2003). As Reni Veneno wrote in his song 

‘Samba Rap’: The black man on television / if he is not a domestic worker/ he has to be a thief and as 

Deivison explained: 
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‘When I watch television, all hosts, all newsreaders, all the people that lead, that have the 

power to communicate, are white. All models that are used to sell products, are white, almost 

all of the girls that dance in shows, are white.’ 64 

 

Deivison, who is aware and proud of his black identity, told me this was different in his childhood. He said 

he was particularly influenced by the famous Xuxa, a blonde Brazilian woman who has presented several 

Brazilian television shows. Xuxa is immensely popular and a symbol of beauty and success in Brazil and 

beyond. According to Amelia Simpson (1998:1), Xuxa is ‘a cultural icon of unusual authority, [whose] 

image helps to stake out the privileged territory of whiteness on the map of Latin America’. Xuxa’s shows 

are a huge success in Brazil and other Latin-American countries. According to Simpson it is not only the 

image of the beautiful Xuxa herself but also the disproportionally white cast of her programs, which is a 

reflection of the whitening ideal.  

 Deivison told me he always used to watch Xuxa's show in his childhood. In his eyes the girls that 

danced in the program, were all very beautiful and well-dressed girls. Because these girls were all white and 

blonde, he always thought blond girls were very pretty. He felt that the children from his neighborhood, 

himself included, were ugly, because they were black and because they were not as neat and well-dressed as 

Xuxa’s dancers. While to Deivison the whites he used to see on television symbolized wealth, beauty and 

success, the blacks around him symbolized the opposite. He started to associate blackness with ugliness and 

poverty. This example suggests that the whitening ideal in the media has a strong influence on the self-

esteem of Afro-Brazilians. Because whiteness on television is associated with beauty and success, blackness 

starts to be associated with the opposite. 

 The majority of black and mixed Brazilians try to conform to the whitening ideal, because they see it 

as the most promising way to achieve upward social mobility (Mitchell & Reiter 2008). Therefore Afro-

Brazilians rarely identify themselves as black, denying their black features as much as possible. Brazil’s 

fluid and subjective system of racial classification makes this possible. The composers are confronted with 

people who deny their black identity. Jeferson told me this is the case with many blacks from his 

neighborhood:  

 

‘There are people that because their skin is a little lighter, do not say they are black, they say 

they are white. They are ashamed to assume their blackness. (…) I was in my neighborhood and 

out of five blacks not one of them said he was black. So people are ashamed to assume it.’ 65  

 

Ludmila told me her teacher denies her black identity, imposing it on her students: 

 

‘At school my teachers tell us that we are not black, that we are brown. Because my father 

always informed me about this subject, there was a year that I told our teacher that I was not 

                                                
64 Interview with Deivison Pereira, April 23 2008.  
65 Interview with Jeferson Bonfim, December 12 2007. 



Songs of freedom – The construction of black identity by Afro-Brazilian songwriters 
 

 47

brown, that I was black. She created a controversy. She said that my color was very light, that I 

shouldn't say this, that I was not black, and that a black person was a person much darker than 

me. And she is black herself, but she always said this. There were girls with braided hair, and 

she never praised us. She only did this to the girls with straightened hair, she said they were 

beautiful and touched their hairs. I use braids sometimes and she never said I was beautiful.’ 66  

 

As we can see Ludmila's teacher was influenced by the whitening ideal, not wanting to classify herself and 

her students as black, because in her eyes that would be an insult. She preferred straightened hair, which is 

usually associated with whiteness, above braided hair, associated with blackness.  

 Contrary to those who conform to the whitening ideal, the composers have chosen not to do so, 

instead being conscious and proud of their black identity. Some of them have been raised by racially 

conscious parents, and have therefore always identified themselves as black. Others became conscious over 

time. Deivison, who used to think black skin was ugly, said his view started to change when he was around 

fourteen years old. He became conscious and proud of his blackness influenced by new friends and by 

watching North-American movies which showed beautiful, rich and well-dressed blacks.67 As we will see 

now, the composers, conscious of their black identity, refer to skin color in different ways then most 

Brazilians. Opposing themselves to the whitening strategy they identify themselves and others along a 

bipolar system using only the terms black and white. 

 

4.2 Resistance and racial classification  

As we have seen in chapter One, black movement activists, who protest against racial democracy, are in 

favor of a clear line between black and white and think racial classification should happen accordingly. They 

use a system that clearly separates black and white. Telles (2004:85-88) calls this the black movement 

system. It can be compared to the rule of hypodescent or one-drop-rule used in the United States, as in both 

cases only the two terms black and white (negro and branco) are used, and everyone of mixed ancestry is 

incorporated in the black category. Brazilian black activists hope the use of it will create a popular black 

identity with mass support for the black movement as a result (Skidmore 1992). While the fluid racial 

classification system used by most Brazilians stresses color, the black movement system stresses race and 

descent. The former does not divide the Brazilian population along ethnic lines, the latter does (Sousa & 

Nascimento 2008). 

 The composers apply this black movement system of racial classification. They all self-identify as 

black (negro/a) and intensely disapprove when other people use words like moreno and pardo (words to 

describe people of mixed descent, with a skin color lighter than black), to identify themselves and others 

with. To them these terms symbolize the myth of racial democracy with its denial of racism and the 

whitening ideal. In Xarope’s words:  

 

                                                
66 Interview with Ludmila Bitencourt November 29 2007. 
67 Interview with Deivison Pereira, April 23 2008. 
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‘There are many [Brazilians] who say they are mulatos or morenos. That does not exist! For 

me in Brazil there are blacks, whites and Indians.’ 68 

 

In the composers’ view black and racially mixed Brazilians who do not identify themselves as black deny 

their true racial identity and conform to the whitening ideal. In Marcelo Gentil’s words: 

 

'When a person says I am light brown, I am dark brown or I am the color of chocolate, he is not 

saying I am almost black, he is saying I am almost white. I have black blood but I am almost 

white.’ 69 

   

The composers believe in racial mixture but not in identifying as racially mixed. In their view being black is 

a matter of consciousness and Afro-Brazilians who do not self-identify as black, lack racial awareness. As 

Odé Rufino explained, a person of mixed ancestry should choose a race: 

 

'In your conscience you should have a race. You can have a mix of races. (…) You can be 

mixed, but you cannot be more or less white or more or less black. You are white or black.' 70 

 

Ludmila criticized those blacks who identify themselves as black only when they are in a situation in which 

being black is convenient, where being black is preferred over being white: 

 

‘Blackness is not only a matter of skin color; it is also in the mind. There are many blacks who 

say they are black during Carnaval, or when they are with Ilê Aiyê. But in the shopping mall 

they are not black, they are rich boys, they are white.’ 71 

 

Ludmila sees the shopping mall as a white space, a place where mostly white and rich people go. The blacks 

Ludmila describes do not identify themselves as black in a place where being white is preferred. They only 

self-classify as black in a place where being black is an advantage, like during Carnaval, or with the bloco 

afro Ilê Aiyê. In Ludmila’s eyes, these blacks even though they identify themselves as black in certain 

situations, lack black consciousness. The fact it is possible for Brazilians to escape or affirm black identity 

according to the situation, shows the fluidity and subjectivity of Brazil’s racial classification system. 

The composers consider blackness a matter of consciousness. As Ludmila said ‘blackness is in the mind’. 

From the composers point of view denying one’s black identity is a result of feeling inferior to whites, a 

result of hidden racism and a whitening ideal. Brazil’s black movement fights against this lack of black 

awareness by informing people about racism and racial inequality. The composers do the same. They feel 

                                                
68 Interview with Xarope, November 28 2008. 
69 Interview with Marcelo Gentil, January 23 2008. 
70 Interview with Odé Rufino, March 07 2008. 
71 Interview with Ludmila Bitencourt, November 29 2007. 
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this is their task, because as composers of popular music they have the means to reach a large public. In 

Valmir Brito’s words:  

  

'I am aware that we have a minimum salary that does not correspond with the minimal that we 

need. I am aware that most black people live in favelas. I am aware that we live in a society 

that discriminates and that has a social politics of exclusion. And I as a composer and musician 

have the power to inform my people through songs with the message that this situation is not 

normal. I do not want to write about anything else.’ 72 

 

The composers consider their lyrics, which they see as a weapon in their battle, a way to achieve racial 

equality. In the words of Tonho Matéria:  

 

'Our weapon is music, our weapons are words. We do not carry fire weapons in our hands. Our 

weapons are our minds, our memory, our ideas and we fight, with pen and paper making 

provocations.' 73   

 

In the following paragraph I show how the composers inform other Afro-Brazilians in their songs, exposing 

Brazilian racism and opposing to the whitening ideal. Spreading awareness is their way of protesting, as real 

changes will only occur if a large part of the population supports the black movement. 

 

4.3 Resistance and racial awareness in lyrics 

We have seen that the composers are confronted with the whitening ideal in their daily lives. This has 

influenced their lyrics in which they explicitly oppose themselves to whitening. While many lyrics of 

popular Brazilian music celebrate the morena or mulata, the sensual racially mixed Brazilian woman, a 

symbol of racial democracy and miscegenation (Laferl 2005), the composers involved in this research never 

do. On the contrary in their songs we find words like nego and nega (black man and black woman). In the 

next song the composers explicitly say they do not wish to be called moreno: 

             

If you want to offend 
Just call him moreno believe me 
It is disrespect to the race 
Here in Ilê Aiyê we prefer to be called negão 
Conscience is the principal motive 
The system tries to break down 
Chase you away from your origins 
The time to wake up already passed 
Assuming your blackness is vital to flourish  
To be black is not a matter of pigment 
It is resistance against oppression, without pressure 

                                                
72 Interview with Valmir Brito, February 15 2008. 
73 Interview with Tonho Matéria, February 19 2008. 
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Fighting always, equality and humility 
 

— “Alienação” by Mario Pam & Sandro Teles (Bloco afro Ilê Aiyê) 

 

The writers say in this song that being black is not a matter of skin color (pigment), but of resistance to 

oppression. They consider a person who protests against discrimination a black person. In their eyes a real 

black protests against discrimination and thus assumes his racial identity, contrary to a person with black 

skin that does not. Black pride is expressed in the song with the words negão and negona, which can be 

translated as tall black man or woman. While spending time with the composers I noticed they also use these 

words in daily life, when describing or addressing themselves to a person they like.  

 Another song in which protest against the whitening ideal is expressed, is Olhos coloridos. It makes 

fun of those blacks that conform to the whitening ideal, denying their black identity, calling them sarará 

crioulo (blondish black): 

 

You laugh at my cloths  
You laugh at my hair 
You laugh at my skin  
You laugh at my smile 
But the truth is  
that you have black blood 
You have frizzy hair, like mine 
Blondish black 
Blondish black 
 

— “Olhos coloridos” (Colorful eyes) by Macau (Disk track 7) 

 

Another way of protesting against the whitening ideal is expressing black pride. The next song, which is 

directed at the white Other, is an example of this: 

 

We are crazy creoles 
We are really nice 
We have frizzy hair 
We are black power 
White man if you would know  
the value the black man has 
You would take a bath of tar  
and become a black man as well 
 

— “Que bloco é esse?” (What bloco is this?) by Paulinho Camafeu (Bloco afro Ilê Aiyê) (Disk track 11) 

 

We have seen that the composers protest to the whitening ideal by drawing a clear line between who is black 

and who is white and by expressing black pride. 

 Besides protesting against whitening, the composers expose racism, in order to show that Brazil is 

not a racial democracy. This is what Xarope and Jeferson do in their song A revolta da tia Anastácia (The 
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revolt of aunt Anastácia). The song is about a black woman whose white boss gets all the credit for her 

work. It is based on a poem with the same title, written by Giovane, a black poetry writer from Salvador, 

who considers himself part of Brazil’s black movement. Giovane was inspired by the television show, O 

Sitio do Picapau Amarelo. Among the several characters of the show are misses Benta (the white boss) and 

aunt Anastácia (the black woman), who live at a farm together. Misses Benta is the owner of the farm and 

aunt Anastácia is the domestic worker and cook. The fact aunt Anastácia’s position is subordinate to misses 

Benta’s, is a conformation of the racist Brazilian view in which blacks are expected to be in inferior 

positions. Aunt Anastácia makes different kinds of food, and is especially famous for her pastry and cakes. 

There is a Brazilian brand of wheat products in Brazil, which is named Dona Benta (Misses Benta). On the 

brand’s website there is a link which describes the characters of O Sítio do Picapau Amarelo. It says that 

aunt Anastácia works in the kitchen and that she makes the best cakes in the whole world74. Even though 

aunt Anastácia uses the weath in her work, the brand name of the product is Dona Benta. The poem and 

song A revolta da tia Anastácia protest against the fact misses Benta’s name is used for the baking products, 

while aunt Anastácia deserves it to have her name used, being the one who makes pastry and cakes: 

  

Aunt Anastácia is revolted 
Today I was with aunt Anastácia 
She told me she is very revolted 
Because the Sítio do Pica Pau Amarelo  
pictures her as a fool 
She makes the cakes and misses Benta receives the credit 
Aunt Anastácia is revolted 
Baking flower has to be aunt Anastácia 
 

— “A revolta da tia Anastácia” (The revolt of aunt Anastácia) by Geovane (Disk track 10) 

 

Xarope and Jeferson use the poem in their music, because they think it corresponds to the reality of blacks 

and whites in Brazil. Xarope said:  

  

‘It is racist and many people don't even see it. Aunt Anastácia makes all the sweets, the sweets 

in the program (…) and misses Benta is a woman who is lighter-skinned, more beautiful, 

between quotation marks, more beautiful for society (…) and when you go buy yeast or baking 

flower, on the packaging it says misses Benta (…). Aunt Anastácia should receive the medal, 

not misses Benta. Because misses Benta does not make pastry. That is why she [aunt Anastácia] 

is of great influence to us.’ 75 

 

                                                
74 http://www.donabenta.com.br/sitio/#/personagens/anastacia 
75 Interview with Xarope, December 7 2007. 



Songs of freedom – The construction of black identity by Afro-Brazilian songwriters 
 

 52

In Jeferson’s words ‘aunt Anastásia is revolted because she does everything and misses Benta receives the 

credit. So you see, the black man constructed everything and the whites are receiving the merits.’ 76 

 

Jeferson and Xarope compare the poem to Brazilian society, in which racism occurs as well. By singing this 

song they hope to make people aware that there is racism is Brazil and that blacks should fight it.  

 

Reflections 

In this chapter I have shown that the composers, as part of the Brazilian black movement, struggle for the 

development of a racial awareness among the Brazilian population, hoping to dismantle the myth of racial 

democracy and the whitening ideal. They do this by spreading black consciousness in their lyrics and 

applying a ‘black movement system’ of racial classification. This system, contrary to what is common in 

Brazil, divides people along a clear line of black versus white. That way black and mixed Brazilians cannot 

escape their black identity by self-classifying as brown. The composers’ message is that blacks should not 

accept racism and that they should be proud of their black identity. They hope that as a result of their 

struggle, more Afro-Brazilians will identify themselves as black and subsequently support the black 

movement. Though much has to be done yet, the black movement is gaining more and more support. 

Especially since Luiz Inácio da Silva (Lula) became president in 2002, the movement has more political 

influence and affirmative action occurs (Sousa & Nascimento 2008:135). As a result more Brazilians are 

becoming aware of the racial problems Brazil faces and ‘the traditional ideology of Brazil as a racial 

paradise is tumbling’ (Mitchell & Reiter 2008:161). 

 

                                                
76 Interview with Jeferson Bonfim, December 12 2007. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

In this thesis I have explored the construction of black identity by a group of composers from Salvador, 

Brazil. I have analyzed the ways in which these composers define their black community (the black Self) on 

the one hand and the outsider of this community (the white Other) on the other. Hereby I have focused on 

the influences of Brazilian race relations on the process of black identity construction and the composers’ 

view on racial identity compared to that of the Brazilian black movement. 

The composers construct a black identity by imagining a worldwide black community based on 

cultural elements such as common African origin, a shared past, shared black culture and certain heroes who 

fought for the well-being of the community. These cultural elements are used to explain the connection 

between all insiders of the community. Imagining an outsider of this community, the composers create 

boundaries between the black Self and the white Other, using these same cultural elements.  

Black identity construction should be viewed in the context of Brazilian race relations and is evoked 

by shared experiences with racism and social exclusion. In Brazil, one of the socially most unequal societies 

in the world, blacks disproportionally belong to the lower classes and are excluded from society in various 

ways. As a result the boundaries between the Self and the Other are based not only on notions of race and 

culture, but also on class differences. The composers imagine the Other as white, rich, elitist and an 

oppressor, while the Self is associated with the opposite of these traits. To strengthen the boundaries 

between black and white, they often refer to the past in which Europeans explored African peoples.  

In defining who is black and who is white, the composers often consider external features less 

important than class, consciousness and cultural customs. A person that lives in the periphery and 

experiences the same problems as blacks or a person that ‘behaves like a black person’, practicing what is 

seen as black culture, is often seen as black, independent on his or her skin color. Thus, the imagined 

community includes not only those with black skin, but also those who are poor, oppressed, who practice 

black culture or who have black consciousness. On the contrary, a person with black skin who is considered 

rich or elitist could be classified as white, or an outsider of the community. 

 Next to racial inequality, Brazilian race relations are marked by hidden racism and a whitening ideal, 

a heritage of the colonial belief in white superiority. As a result of extensive miscegenation and a myth of 

racial democracy, Brazilians apply a fluid and subjective system of racial classification, with innumerous 

possible terms to racially classify. In combination with the whitening ideal, this has resulted in the fact many 

Afro-Brazilians escape black identity by denying their black features, identifying themselves as white as 

possible. As a result there is no large group of Brazilians that self-identify as black and there has never been 

mass support for Brazil’s black movement. The composers are among a relatively small group of Afro-

Brazilians that opposes itself to this whitening strategy. They oppose themselves to the popular system of 

racial classification by using a system with clear boundaries between black and white. In their opinion Afro-

Brazilians should unite and fight racism, instead of denying their African ancestry and conforming to the 

whitening ideal.  
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While in Brazil according to the dominant view black is inferior to white, the composers turn this view 

around, transforming blackness into something positive. Constructing black identity they praise their African 

origin and culture and construct boundaries between black and white. They consider it their mission to 

spread black awareness, stimulating self-esteem among the Afro-Brazilian population. They hope that way 

more Afro-Brazilians will fight for racial justice, and Brazilian society one day will be free of racism with 

equal opportunities for everyone. 
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List of composers and additional informants that participated in this research   

 

(When an artistic name is used, the real name is written in parentheses) 

 

Adailton Poesia    (Adailton Alves de Santana) 

Caj Carlão    (Carlos Alberto de Jesus) 

Deivison Pereira 

Dionorina    (Antonio Evaldo Barbosa) 

Ednaldo Sá 

Geraldo Cristal 

Jeferson Negão    (Jeferson Bonfim) 

Ludmila Bitencourt 

Marcelo Gentil    (Marcelo Gentil Nascimento) 

Marquinhos Marques   (Marco Antonio Conceição) 

Odé Rufino    (Odemario Bispo Rufino) 

Othelo Rosas 

Tonho Matéria    (Antonio Carlos Gomes Conceição) 

Valmir de Brito     

Xarope      (Marcos Vinicius dos Santos)  

Ythamar Tropicália                     (Ythamar Ferreira da Silva)   † 
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“O quadro negro” (The black situation) by Geraldo Cristal 
 
 
Não chores mama África 
Estou com saudades do lar  
Não chores mama África 
Não chores mama África  
Estou com saudades do lar 
Não chores mama África 
 
Agüente firme  
Não sofra tanto 
Vamos enxugar suas lágrimas 
Às vezes fico refletindo 
O que seria a minha vida 
Se eles não tivessem colonizado o Brasil 
Eu e eu na África 
Perto do rio, em qualquer lugar 
La em casa ficar África 
 
Não chores mama África 
Estou com saudades do lar,  
Não chores mama África 
 
Deixamos eles queimaram a nossa história 
Eles queimaram os arquivos 
Ficamos perdidos, desunidos 
E o chicote continua estalando 
Mudou o cenário 
So não o martírio mental dos escravizados 
O que os negros irão fazer  
para inverter o quadro negro 
O quadro 
O que os negros irão fazer  
para inverter o quadro negro 
 

 
Don’t cry mama Africa 
I miss the homeland 
Don’t cry mama Africa 
Don’t cry mama Africa 
I miss the homeland 
Don’t cry mama Africa 
 
Hold on firmly 
Do not suffer so much 
We will dry your tears 
Sometimes I keep thinking  
What my life would be like 
If they hadn’t colonized Brazil 
I and I in Africa  
Near the river, in any place 
Being at home in Africa 
 
Don’t cry mama Africa 
I miss the homeland 
Don’t cry mama Africa 
 
We let them burn down our history 
They burnt down our archives 
We got lost, divided  
And the whip is still used 
The scenery changed 
Except for the mental torturing of the enslaved 
What will the blacks do 
to reverse the black situation 
The situation 
What will the blacks do 
to reverse the black situation  
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“Desespero periférico” (Peripheral despair) by Jeferson Bonfim (Império Negro)          (Disc track 9) 

 
Minha situação não é facil não 
Mas com muita fé e pouca munição 
Com disposição minha mente ferve agora 
Quando eu me lembro da panela vazia é foda 
Desespero me consome sociedade me critica 
Eu sou só mais um na mão da polícia  
Sem emprego sem escola 
Essa é minha história 
Eu estou sem chinelo, sujo 
Aqui jogando bola 
Essa é minha história se é que acredita  
Na minha vida ainda há magoas e feridas 
que não cicatrizam  
Que fica sempre a minguar 
Com problema na periferia 
Será que nunca vai acabar 
Já to cansado de ver injustica 
A Baixa do Tubo tem muita mãe sofrendo 
Nesse mundo sem volta que é o crime e as drogas 
 
Eu sei que a vida é dura mas mano 
Para mais ver se apruma periferia é campo minado 
Para um cara que está desesperado 
 
Mãe de família preocupada 
Pai desesperado, filho revoltado 
O clima está pesado 
Problema todo dia nas periferias 
Principalmente aqui em Salvador Bahia 
Império N está na luta 
Essa é a vantagem 
de muita gente que sofre tá ligado 
Emprego tá escasso 
Só trabalho escravo 
Vou levando a vida e não consigo meu espaço 
Alta sociedade sempre me ignora 
Para os pretos ela sempre fecha as portas 
Chama de ladrão  
ou manda encostar 
A que ponto a que ponto o meu Brasil veio a chegar 
Isso que me revolta  
E doi mais no meu povo  
Já estamos cansados de viver como criminosos 
Humilhados torturados 
Com um salário escravo 
Desespero a todo momento  
So quem tá la dentro sabe o sofrimento 
A vida e mesmo dura  
Desespero periférico 

 
 
 

My situation is not easy 
But with a lot of faith and a little ammunition 
With willingness my mind is boiling 
But when I remember the empty pan it sucks 
Desperation wears me out society critics me 
I am another one in the hands of the police 
Without a job without education 
That is my story 
I am without sandals, dirty 
Playing soccer 
That is my story if you believe me 
In my life there are pain and wounds 
that do not heal 
They always keep on hurting 
With the problems of the periphery 
Will it ever stop 
I am already tired of seeing injustice 
In the Baixa do Tubo77 many mothers suffer 
In this world of drugs and crime 
 
I know life is hard but brother 
To see it clearly periphery is a mine field 
For a guy who is desperate 
 
Mother of a family worried 
Father desperate, son revolted 
The atmosphere is heavy 
Every day problems in the peripheries 
Especially here in Salvador da Bahia 
Império N is struggling 
That is the advantage 
of many people that suffer 
Jobs are scarce 
Only slave work 
I am going on in life but I do not manage my space 
High society always ignores me 
For blacks it always closes its doors 
Calling them thieves or ordering them to stand  
with their back against the wall 
To what point to what point did my Brazil get 
This is what makes me angry 
And it hurts my people  
We are already tired of living like criminals 
Humiliated, tortured 
With a slave salary 
Despair all the time 
Only who is in there knows what the suffering is like 
Life is really hard 
Peripheral despair 

                                                
77 Baixa do Tubo is the name of the neighborhood where 
the writer of the song lives 
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“Carta ao presidente” (Letter to the president) by Geraldo Cristal                        (Disc track 6) 

 
Favelas de palafita 
Aparentemente nada bem à vista 
Fome e miséria 
E marginalizados perseguidos 
Pela polícia 
As crianças no lixo  
morrendo desnutridas 
Falar é facil mas não temos grana 
Para fazer o que sentimos 
pelas pessoas drogadas e viciadas 
 
Que horror que eu vejo 
Que horror, que horror, que horror 
Que horror que eu vejo 
Que horror, que horror, que horror 
 
Eu rei, eu rei 
Presidente não ha nada bem à vista 
Se tem coragem faça uma visita 
Às favelas de palafita 
E compare com a orla marítima 
Toda enfeitada e bonita 
A gosto dos turistas 
 
Que horror que eu vejo 
Que horror, que horror, que horror 
Que horror que eu vejo 
Que horror, que horror, que horror 
 
Quem e do guetto sabe 
 
Ação, ação, o nosso povo precisa de ação 

 

The favelas with the stilt houses 
Apparently nothing good to see 
Hunger and misery 
Marginalized people being persecuted 
By the police 
Children in the garbage  
dying from hunger 
It is easy to talk but we don’t have money 
To do what we would like 
For drugged and addicted people 
 
I see horrors  
Horrors, horrors, horrors 
I see horrors  
Horrors, horrors, horrors 
 
I king I king I king 
President there is nothing good to see 
If you have the courage pay a visit 
To the favelas with the stilt houses 
And compare them with the ocean drive 
So nicely decorated and beautiful  
The way the tourists like it 
 
I see horrors  
Horrors, horrors, horrors 
I see horrors  
Horrors, horrors, horrors 
 
Who comes from the ghetto knows 
 
Action action, our people need action 
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“Cortejo vira liberdade” (Cortejo becomes freedom) by Valmir Brito (Bloco afro Cortejo Afro) 
                    (Disc track 15) 
 
Ouço os tambores tocando 
no seio da África, África  
Onde o negro é raçã 
e a nossa raça é vida 
Chora  um coração partido  
do povo da América  
Que será, o poder que me consome  
A guerra fria faz o homem  
tercerizar a dor 
Sonho qeu quero ver realizar 
Uma luz que vem de cima 
vem para nos guiar 
A humanidade caminha 
procurando se encontrar   
Um firmamento  
gera um sentimento da esperança 
De um povo que luta 
e não vai se entregar  
 
O Cortejo vira, vira 
Vira liberdade, vira liberdade, vira 
O Cortejo vira, vira o amor 
Vira liberdade, vira liberdade, vira 
 

I hear the drums play 
in Africa’s chest 
Where the black man is a race 
and where our race is life 
A broken heart cries  
of a people in America 
What is it, the power that consumes me 
The cold war makes man 
outsourcing the pain 
A dream I want to come true  
A light that comes from above 
That comes to guide us 
Humanity goes forward 
Trying to find itself 
A firmament  
becomes a feeling of hope 
Of a people that fights  
and that will not give up 
 
Cortejo becomes becomes 
Becomes freedom, becomes freedom  
Cortejo becomes love 
Becomes freedom, becomes freedom 

 



Songs of freedom – Appendix 
 

 62

Navio negreiro” (Slave ship) by Toni Vargas 
 
Navio negreiro 
Tumba flutuante 
Terra mãe distante  
Dor e desespero 
 
Navio negreiro 
Segue a nau errante  
Singrando saudades  
África distante 
Ouça meus cantares 
 
Navio negreiro 
Mãe que perde o filho 
Rei perde rainha 
Povo perde o brio  
Enquanto definha 
Navio negreiro 

          (Disc track 2) 
 
Slave ship 
Floating tomb 
Mother land far away 
Pain and despair 
 
Slave ship 
Follow the wandering ship 
Sailing longing 
Africa far away 
Hear my song 
 
Slave ship 
A mother loses her child 
A king loses his queen 
A people loses its honor  
While withering 
Slave ship 
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“Lutar é preciso” (Fighting is necessary) by Caj Carlão (Bloco afro Olodum)                  (Disc track 14) 

 
O povo trazido do seio da África 
Fez o Pelourinho virar páginas 
Trouxeram o primeiro, segundo e terceiro 
E foram tantas cabeças que eu não sei contar 
 
Tigue digue digue ô 
Tigue digue digue a 
Tigue digue digue ô 
Tigue digue digue a 
 
Espalharam negros no mundo enteiro 
Para para para de me enganar 
Para para para de nos enganar 
 
Pelourinho Pelô 
Pelô Pelô Pelourinho 
Pelourinho povo sofrimento sempre 
Crianças descalças morando nos becos 
 
Tigue digue digue ô 
Tigue digue digue a 
Pelourinho Pelô 
Pelô Pelô Pelourinho 
 
Sofrimento sempre 
Vai Olodum 
E ensine esse povo a mudar 
Com seu canto forte Olodum 
Esses guettos precisam acabar 
 
Mostre as armas 
Pois lutar é preciso 
A mentira vai ter que morrer 
E o fim da fome 
Que destrói a esperança 
Qualquer dia vai acontecer 
 
 

The people taken from Africa’s chest 
Made Pelourinho turn pages 
They brought the first, the second and the third 
There were so many heads that I cannot count them  
 
Tigue digue digue ô 
Tigue digue digue a 
Tigue digue digue ô 
Tigue digue digue a 
 
They spread the black around the world 
Stop stop stop fooling me 
Stop stop stop fooling us 
 
Pelourinho Pelô 
Pelô Pelô Pelourinho 
Pelourinho people suffering always 
Children barefoot living in alleys 
 
Tigue digue digue ô 
Tigue digue digue a 
Pelourinho Pelô 
Pelô Pelô Pelourinho 
 
Suffering always 
Go Olodum 
And teach these people how to change 
With your strong singing Olodum 
These ghettos need to finish 
 
Show the weapons 
Because fighting is necessary 
The lies will have to die 
And the end of hunger 
That destroys all hope 
One of these days it will happen 
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 “Jamaica FM” by Dionorina and Carlos Pita                          (Disc track 4) 
 
Quando estava naquela, naquela esquina 
Ouvindo reggae 
Num radinho de pilha 
Quando estava naquela, naquela esquina 
Querendo ser feliz 
E beijando minha menina 
Quando alguém cantou 
 
Africana sensação 
O negro e bacana 
Africana sensação 
A cor não engana 
Africana sensação 
Aumenta este radio que este som está em Luanda 
 
De repente me senti na terra da primavera 
Jamaica FM 
Encontrei com Peter Tosh 
Numa esquina de bolbeira 
Meu sonho flutuando  
se perder na correnteza 
 

When I was on that, on that street corner 
Listening to reggae 
On a battery radio 
When I was on that, on that street corner 
Wanting to be happy 
And kissing my girl 
When somebody sang 
 
African sensation 
The black man is cool 
African sensation 
Color does not fool 
African sensation 
Turn up the volume because this song is in Luanda 
 
Suddenly I felt I was in the land of spring 
Jamaica FM  
I met Peter Tosh 
While hanging around on a corner  
My dream floating  
and loosing itself in the current 
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“Negro Zumbi” (Black Zumbi) by Leci Brandão and Valdilene (Bloco afro Mandela) 

 
Zumbi, o teu grito ecoou 
No Quilombo dos Palmares 
Como um pássaro que voou 
Tão liberto pelos ares 
Um grito de dor e de fé 
Ficou registrado na nossa história 
Pela luta, pelo axé 
pela garra, pela glória 
Negro Zumbi, negro Zumbi 
Negro Zumbi, negro Zumbi 
 

Zumbi your cry echoed 
In the quilombo of Palmares 
Like a bird that flew 
So free in the air 
A cry of pain and faith 
It was recorded in our history 
Because of its strength and its axé 
Because of its force and its glory  
Black Zumbi, black Zumbi 
Black Zumbi, black Zumbi 
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“Brilho de beleza” (Beauty and brilliance) by Sérgio Participação (Bloco afro Muzenza do 
Reggae)  
               (Disc tracks 1 and 16)
 
O negro segura a cabeça com a mão e chora 
E chora, sentindo a falta do rei 
O negro segura a cabeça com a mão e chora 
E chora, sentindo a falta do rei 
 
Quando ele explodiu pelo mundo 
Ele lançou seu brilho e beleza 
Bob Marley para sempre estará  
No coração de toda a raça negra 
Quando Bob Marley morreu 
Foi aquele chororô na Vila Rosenval 
Muzenza cantando Jamaica 
Arrebentando neste carnaval 

 
Adeus não 
Me diga até breve 
Adeus não 
Eu sou Muzenza do reggae 

 
The black man holds his head and cries 
And cries, feeling the absence of the king 
The black man holds his head and cries  
And cries, feeling the absence of the king 
 
When he exploded around the world  
He unfolded his beauty and brilliance 
Bob Marley will be forever 
In the heart of the whole black race  
When Bob Marley died  
They cried in Vila Rosenval 
Muzenza singing Jamaica 
Successful in this Carnaval  
 
No goodbye 
Tell me see you soon 
No goodbye 
I am Muzenza do reggae
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“As duas histórias” (The two stories) by Marquinhos Marques (Bloco afro Olodum)      (Disc track 12) 
 
De repente as suas palavras estão soltas no ar 
Maome o grande profeta  
do imenso Saara 
Fugiu de Mecca e em Medina foi se refugiar  
E no Corão as palavras sagradas estão 
O islamismo, a fé muçulmana, a religião 
E na cidade de Mecca, o seu dia a peregrinação 
Os Beduínos chamados habitantes 
do imenso Saara 
Tuaregues guerreiros valentes 
do deserto quente 
Senegambia, Guiné e Mali 
Olodum 
E hoje o nordeste, o Saara venho exaltar 
A seca acaba o nordeste a cada dia 
E o Olodum  hoje vem exaltando a querida Bahia 
Lampião, o rei do cangaço 
e Dona Maria 
Revolucionou toda a história desta Dinastia 
O nordestino cansado e sofrido 
Aonde vai se amparar? 
Mal aventurados e não ha solução a dar 
Ora alagados, ora escaldantes  
Só vivem a chorar 
Salve o nordeste  
Será que tanto sofrimento não vai acabar? 
Corisco, Maria Bonita, o rei Lampião 
Justiceiros morreram lutando  
Em pleno sertão 
 
 

Suddenly your words are loose in the air 
Maome the great prophet  
of the tremendous Sahara 
Flew from Mecca and hid in Medina 
And in the Koran are the sacred words 
Islamism, the Muslim faith, the religion 
And in the city of Mecca, his day the pilgrimage 
The so-called Bedouins, habitants  
Of the tremendous Sahara  
Tuaregs brave warriors   
of the hot dessert 
Senegambia, Guinea and Mali 
Olodum 
And today I praise the northeast, the Sahara 
The drought weakens the northeast every day 
And Olodum praises the loved Bahia 
Lampião, the king of the cangaço  
and Dona Maria 
Made a revolution in the history of this Dynasty  
The northeast, tired and suffering 
Where is it going to get support? 
They suffered and there is no solution to give 
Pray flooded ones, pray scorched ones 
They live only crying 
Save the northeast 
Will that much suffering ever stop? 
Corisco, Maria Bonita and the king Lampião 
Righteous people died struggling 
In the middle of the sertão 
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“Jazz e blues” (Jazz and blues) by Marquinhos Marques, Reni Veneno and Pierre Onassis (Bloco afro 
Olodum)                     (Disk track 13) 
 
Ninguém passa aqui sem cantar samba-reggae 
Ninguém passa aqui sem cantar um jazz 
Ninguém passa aqui sem cantar um blues 
Ninguém passa aqui sem mover os pés 
Ô ô ô jazz e blues 
Ô ô ô sou Olodum 
Eu canto samba-reggae 
E danço jazz e blues 
Suingar no samba-reggae 
Esse som que me conduz 
Politizar o meu país 
Se inspirar em quem conhece 
Mandela, Luther King 
Marcus Garvey e Malcolm X 
Zumbi com sua revolta 
Fez aquele arerê 
Alfaiates, argolas e  búzios 
Na revolta dos malês 
Ô ô ô jazz e blues 
Ô ô ô sou Olodum 
 

 
Nobody passes here without singing samba-reggae 
Nobody passes here without singing jazz 
Nobody passes here without singing blues 
Nobody passes here without moving his feet 
Ô ô ô jazz and blues 
Ô ô  ô I am Olodum 
I sing samba-reggae 
I dance on jazz and blues 
Swinging on samba-reggae 
This sound that leads me 
Politicizing my country 
Being inspired by the ones we know 
Mandela, Luther King 
Marcus Garvey and Malcolm X 
Zumbi with his uprising 
Made that revolt 
Tailors, rings and shells 
In the revolt of the Males 
O  o o jazz and blues 
O o o I am Olodum
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“Libertação” (Liberation) by Geraldo Cristal               (Disk track 5) 
 
Tomara que chegue 
Tomara que chegue 
Antes que seja tarde 
A libertação dos negros Africanos 
 
Não posso deixar de falar na nossa situação 
Sistema de branco  
mantem o negro nesta condição 
e na opressão 
O negro vira as costas ao seu passado 
Onde e espiritualmente enraizado 
Para uma futura solução 
Que futura solução eu acredito 
Eu acredito mesmo na determinação 
De dar o bem que se dá, irmão 
Em um gesto de coração 
Ser negro índio ou branco 
O ser que estou procurando 
O ser que estou procurando, irmão 
 
Seres, seres, seres humanos 
Seres humanos sem índio 
Sem negro, sem branco 
Oh, oh sereis humanos 
Sem índio, sem negro 
seres humanos sem índio 
Tomara que chegue 
Espero que chegue  
Tomara que chegue 
Espero que chegue 
Tomara que chegue  
Espero que chegue 
Seres humanos 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I hope it will come  
I hope it will come  
Before it is too late 
The liberation of the blacks, the Africans 
 
I need to talk about our situation 
The system of the white  
keeps the black man in this condition 
and under oppression  
The black man turns his back to his past 
Where he is spiritually rooted 
For a future solution 
Future solution I believe 
I believe in determination 
To do what is good to do, brother 
A gesture of the heart 
Being black, Indian or white 
The being that I am searching 
The being that I am searching, brother 
 
Being, beings, human beings 
Human beings without Indian, 
without black, without white 
Oh oh human beings 
without Indian, without black 
Human beings without Indian 
I hope it will come  
I hope it will come  
I hope it will come 
I hope it will come  
I hope it will come  
I hope it will come 
Human beings
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“Dor” (Pain) by Toni Vargas                 (Disk track 3) 
 
Meu bisavô me falou 
Que no tempo da escravidão 
Era dor muita dor tanta dor 
Morriam de dor os negros meus irmãos 
 
Dor, dor, dor 
 
O sangue jorra no chicote do feitor 
O negro morre de saudade sem amor 
Dona Isabel sua lei não adiantou 
O negro morre de Paris a Salvador 
O sangue jorra na caneta do doutor 
A raça negra não nasceu para ter senhor 
Minha alma é livre o berimbau me libertou 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

My great-grandfather told me 
That in times of slavery 
There was pain, a lot of pain, so much pain 
They died of pain the blacks my brothers 
 
Pain, pain, pain 
 
Blood comes off the whip of the master 
The black dies of longing without love 
Dona Isabel your law has not helped 
The black dies from Paris to Salvador 
The blood comes off the pen of the rich man 
The black race was not born to have a master 
My soul is free, the berimbau liberated me 
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“Comemorar o que?” (Comemorating what?) by Odé Rufino, Wostinho Nascimento and Tica 
Mahatma 
 
Desde o período colonial, a monarquia imperial 
Passando pela velha e atual república 
A burguesia explora, escraviza,  
detém o poder 
Povo negro irmanar  
para o quadro reverter 
Eles nos enganam, falta reparação 
Mas, tudo nessa nação 
Teve e tem o suor 
a força do braço negro 
É preciso mudanças, ações afirmativas 
O estatuto da igualdade racial 
será o instrumento para vitória 
Com plenitude a ascensão social 
 
E diga aí, diga aí, diga aí, Malê 
Comemorar o que?  
120 anos de abolição 
E nós nesse navio negreiro 
Ainda estamos na mesma situação 
 
Desperta, quilombolas 
Herdeiros de Zumbi 
O negro no poder 
Com urgência precisamos ter 
Princesa Isabel 
sua lei Áurea nada nos valeu 
De la para cá nessa trajetória  
nada mudou 
Sem igualdade, sem liberdade 
Sem habitação, sem educação 
Sem saúde, sem segurança 
Sem emprego digno de cidadão 
 
 

Since colonial times the imperial monarchy 
And the old and modern republic 
The bourgeoisie explores, enslaves,  
stays in power 
Black people work together  
to turn around the situation 
They are fooling us, there is no reparation 
But everything in this nation 
Had or has the sweat 
the strength of the arm of the black 
There should be changes, affirmative action 
The law of racial equality 
will be the instrument of victory 
With completeness to social improvement 
 
Say it say it say it Malê 
Commemorating what? 
120 years of abolition 
And we in this slave ship 
Are still in the same situation 
 
Wake up quilombolas 
Zumbi’s inheritors 
We need the black man in power 
With urgency  
Princess Isabel 
Your Aúrea law was never worth anything for us 
From here to there in this path  
Nothing has changed 
Without equality, without freedom 
Without housing, without education 
Without health, without security 
Without a decent job of a citizen 
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“Olhos coloridos” (Colorful eyes) by Macau                                                            (Disk track 7)                       

Os meus olhos coloridos 
Me fazem refletir 
Eu estou sempre na minha 
E não posso mais fugir 

Meu cabelo enrolado 
Todos querem imitar 
Eles estão baratinados 
Também querem enrolar  
 
Você ri da minha roupa 
Você ri do meu cabelo 
Você ri da minha pele 
Você ri do meu sorriso 
A verdade é que você 
Tem sangue crioulo 
Tem cabelo duro 
Sarará crioulo 
Sarará crioulo 
 

My colorful eyes 
Make me think 
I never bother anyone  
I cannot escape anymore 
 
My frizzy hair 
They all want to imitate 
They are confused 
They also want frizzy hair 
 
You laugh at my cloths  
You laugh at my hair 
You laugh at my skin  
You laugh at my smile 
But the truth is  
that you have black blood 
You have frizzy hair, like mine 
Blondish black 
Blondish black
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“Que bloco é esse?” (What bloco is this?) by Paulinho Camafeu (Bloco afro Ilê Aiyê)     (Disk track 11) 
 
Somos crioulo doido e somos bem legal 
Temos cabelo duro é só no black power 
Somos crioulo doido e somos bem legal 
Temos cabelo duro é só no black power 
 
Que bloco é esse? Eu quero saber 
É o mundo negro que viemos mostrar pra você  
Que bloco é esse? Eu quero saber 
É o mundo negro que viemos mostrar pra você 
 
Branco se você soubesse 
O valor que o preto tem 
Tu tomava banho de piche 
E ficava preto também 
 

We are crazy creoles we are really nice 
We have frizzy hair we are black power 
We are crazy creoles we are really nice 
We have frizzy hair we are black power 
 
What bloco is this? I want to know 
It is the black world we came to show you 
What bloco is this? I want to know 
It is the black world we came to show you 
 
White man if you would know  
The value the black man has 
You would take a bath of tar  
And become a black man as well 
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“A revolta de tia Anastácia” (The revolt of aunt Anastácia) by Geovane             (Disk track 10) 
 
Tia Anastácia está revoltada 
Tia Anastácia está revoltada 
Tia Anastácia está revoltada 
 
Hoje eu estive com tia Anastácia 
Ela me disse que está muito revoltada 
Porque o Sítio do Picapau Amarelo  
está tirando ela como otária 
Ela faz os bolinhos  
e dona Benta recebe a medalha 
 
Tia Anastácia está revoltada 
Tia Anastácia está revoltada 
Tia Anastácia está revoltada 
 
Farinha de trigo tem que ser 
tia Anastácia 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Aunt Anastácia is revolted 
Aunt Anastácia is revolted 
Aunt Anastácia is revolted 
 
Today I was with aunt Anastácia 
She told me she is very revolted 
Because the Sítio do Pica Pau Amarelo  
pictures her as a fool 
She makes the cakes  
and misses Benta receives the credit 
  
Aunt Anastácia is revolted 
Aunt Anastácia is revolted 
Aunt Anastácia is revolted 
  
Baking flower has to be 
aunt Anastácia 


