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AUTHOR’S  NOTE

Living from Music in the Time of Covid-19

About a month and a half before my deadline to return the revised manuscript 
of this book, the University of Toronto (my employer) sent all faculty, staff, and 
students home out of concern for the rapid spread of what was then called “the 
novel coronavirus.” At the time, few of us had any idea how grave the situation 
would become. Early discussions tended to focus on managing our circumstances 
until we could get back into the classroom, with time frames of a couple of weeks 
bandied about. Very quickly, though, the seemingly endless stream of online 
meetings I attended started shifting from short-term problem solving to longer-
term planning. Even before we had a concrete sense of how to get our students 
and ourselves through the semester, our horizon for possible return was being 
discussed in terms of many months. Eight months later, we are still not back on 
campus, life has not returned to anything close to what it was before, and we 
are, in fact, seeing Covid-19 infection rates increase alarmingly fast where, once, 
many thought the situation was improving.

Not long after we saw widespread lockdown measures implemented in To-
ronto, the Covid-19 pandemic hit Brazil, which quickly became a global “hot 
spot.” The national government was not much help in controlling the spread of 
the virus, with the president widely reported as asking rhetorically and indif-
ferently “what do you want me to do?” (Farzan and Berger, 2020). While sev-
eral friends in Bahia have told me about safety measures such as masking and 
limitations on public gatherings that have been implemented locally, they also 
mentioned seeing plenty of people not adhering to them.

In Brazil, Toronto, and as far as I can tell, many other places in the world, a 
significant loss of live music has accompanied countless losses of life, jobs, and 
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overall well-being. In Salvador, a city that has long been a place where musicians’ 
livelihoods have depended on live performance, restrictions on public gatherings 
and, indeed, the danger of gathering at all, has been nothing short of catastrophic 
for local music industries and workers. Along with the shuttering of venues that 
provided baseline income for many of the people discussed in this book, one 
of two major festivals that provide enhanced work opportunities for Salvador’s 
music professionals, the festas juninas, was cancelled. Not long after that, it was 
announced that Carnaval, the backbone of Bahia’s music industries, would not 
be held until the pandemic was under control. More recently, local officials 
offered the idea of postponing Carnaval 2021 until July, a tactical move likely 
aimed toward restarting the stalled tourism industry that is so vital to Bahia’s 
economy. Holding these massive musical gatherings, however, is contingent on 
evidence that they can happen without becoming super spreader events, which 
would likely require an effective vaccine. Regardless, it is clear that, for the time 
being anyway, much of what I discuss in this book no longer exists. 

On the other hand, one thing that I discuss throughout and that continues 
during the pandemic is that Salvador’s musicians (and its residents in general) are 
incredibly resourceful and, often with the help of family, community, and other 
socio-professional networks, extremely adept at making it through very difficult 
times. Accordingly, when the gravity of Covid-19 and the necessary means to 
address its spread started to become apparent to several of the musicians I know, 
their fears and frustrations quickly gave way to various solutions. For instance, 
whereas so much performance activity and work geared toward securing those 
performances had been done in person, online activity is clearly on the increase, 
at least among the friends and collaborators with whom I have corresponded in 
the last several months. Despite unequal access to technology, many mentioned 
doing various “lives,” streaming broadcasts on Facebook, YouTube, and other 
internet platforms. Further, one “live” that I watched was linked with a dona-
tion site for a fund to help other local musicians who had suddenly lost their 
livelihoods and were still waiting for promised government relief to arrive. In 
support of such work, a sound production company owned by a friend that 
was built on providing sound systems, mixers, roadies, and DJs for live events, 
converted part of their headquarters into a studio for live musical broadcasts. 
A few musicians I know have also taken to internet-facilitated collaborations, 
especially visually and sonically multitracked recordings instead of co-present 
performances, which they have posted on YouTube and other social media. In 
several instances this has involved newly created accounts, thus suggesting a 
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means of promoting and at times commodifying their work that they had not 
previously utilized much if at all. 

New or not, and directly monetized or not, all of these activities have kept 
the music coming while also doing promotional work and, in several instances, 
fostering new professional alliances and thus future possibilities. As such, they 
are crisis-inspired, slightly adapted enhancements of the various kinds of work 
these musicians have been doing for years. I suspect that, despite the primacy 
of live performance I have seen for almost twenty years in Salvador, some of the 
pandemic-inspired changes might become permanent features of the portfolio 
of activities that most of my collaborators have used to live from their music 
since well before I met them. 

On the other hand, I cannot help but think that most baianos would welcome 
a return to many aspects of musical life that were normal before any of us ever 
heard of “the novel coronavirus.” At the same time, few would say that living 
from music or life in general in Salvador was without serious issues during the 
old normal. Perhaps, the exposing of the many inequities embedded in twenty-
first-century neoliberal capitalism might provide some impetus for change. 
Daily news reports have shown in no uncertain terms how the poor and racially 
othered are disproportionately likely to be dispossessed or killed by Covid-19, 
and how the ranks of the poor are increasing with the cratering of labor markets 
worldwide. Unsurprisingly, these losses are even more common in occupations 
defined by so-called flexible employment practices, which feature in neoliberal 
economies and provide workers little or no protection from the brutal “logic” 
of the market. Yet as I discuss in the book, this is the precarious reality faced 
by most professional musicians and many baianos long before neoliberalism or 
Covid-19 were common topics of discussion. 

Notably, in the wake of widespread economic havoc wrought by a global 
pandemic, the silencing of in-person, collectively shared music is garnering at-
tention, and not just because of lost revenue. Certainly, the numerous reports I 
have read on the cancellation of the festas juninas and Bahian Carnaval—as well 
as concert tours, opera productions, and local bar performances in any number 
of locations—do tend to focus on the financial implications. However, many 
implicitly and often explicitly broach topics such as rattled senses of identity as 
well as fears about group and individual well-being. The optimist in me hopes 
that this calamity-induced awareness of how much music actually matters might 
engender lasting changes in how people think about music and musicians. At the 
very least, we might hope for concerted efforts to bring back live performances 
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as soon as possible. With or without such lessons learned, the ways Bahian musi-
cians have adapted to current conditions and the ways they have navigated past 
challenges suggest that the vitality of Salvador’s soundscape will return one day. 
Hopefully we won’t be left waiting for too long.

JP
Toronto | November 1, 2020

NOTE

Farzan, Antonia Noori, and Miriam Berger. 2020. “Bolsonaro says Brazilians must not 
be ‘Sissies’ about Coronavirus, as ‘All of Us are going to Die One Day.’” Washington 
Post November 11, 2020. https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2020/11/11/bolsonaro 
-coronavirus-brazil-quotes/. Accessed November 19, 2020. 
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INTRODUCTION

Mystique, Myths, and Materialities  
of Professional Music Making and Bahia
They are either under no necessity to work for their living, or are enabled  
to choose the sphere of activity that is really congenial to them, and gives 
them pleasure. These are the poets, the philosophers, the men of science, 
the men of culture—in a word, the real men, the men who have realised 

themselves, and in whom all Humanity gains a partial realization.
Oscar Wilde, “The Soul of Man Under Socialism” (1891)

Não fui feito pro trabalho, eu nasci pra batucar
(I wasn’t made for working, I was born to drum)
René Bittencourt and Noel Rosa, “Felicidade” (Happiness)

There is a saying in Bahia: “O baiano não nasce. Estreia!” (People from Bahia 
aren’t born. They debut!). This pithy nod to Bahians’ expressive flair is sup-
ported by the fact that their state is the natal home of luminary musicians such 
Gilberto Gil, Caetano Veloso, Dorival Caymmi, João Gilberto, Maria Bethânia, 
and Gal Costa to name but a few. The roots of samba, Brazil’s national music 
and dance, are in Bahia too, extended to Rio by Bahian migrants in the late 
nineteenth century. The state’s musical reputation is bolstered by a massive 
pre-Lenten Carnaval in its capital city, Salvador. Often called the Carnaval of 
Participation, the weeklong celebration features parading, dancing, and singing 
“audiences” accompanying performances delivered from trios elétricos, semi 
trucks outfitted with stages and PA systems. Attracting millions of tourists and 
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saturated media coverage, Bahian Carnaval’s scope now rivals Rio de Janeiro’s 
more famous spectacle. 

In the 1980s Bahian Carnaval gave rise to a new genre, “axé music,” that altered 
its soundscape and catalyzed the expansion of Salvador’s music industries. Lo-
cal artists began to attract national and international attention, whereas in the 
past, Bahian musicians typically won fame and fortune after relocating to more 
industrialized southern cities such as Rio and São Paulo. As the 1980s drew to a 
close, Bahian music qua Bahian music effectively had its own debut. 

Audiences worldwide were soon introduced to Bahia-based musicians and 
several genres, including axé, that are now commonly glossed as música baiana 
(Bahian music). Many, including me, stopped in their tracks upon hearing drum-
mers from bloco afro Olodum performing a precursor to axé know as samba-
reggae on Paul Simon’s 1990 album Rhythm of the Saints;1 or they saw the group 
on Michael Jackson’s 1996 video for “They Don’t Care About Us.” Others were 
captivated by Margareth Menezes’s show-stealing performances across Europe 
and the U.S. during David Byrne’s Rei Momo tour (c. 1989). The list of globally 
recognizable Bahian musics and artists has continued to grow, exemplified by 
years of headline shows on several continents by stars such as Daniela Mercury, 
Carlinhos Brown, and Ivete Sangalo. 

I got my first, first-hand sample of Salvador’s music during a short visit to the 
city in December 2002. The experience most likely to elicit enthusiasm from a 
fan of Brazilian music was watching Gal Costa greet the new year headlining a 
free multiact concert sponsored by the municipal government at the Farol da 
Barra, the lighthouse at the city’s southern tip. Her midnight set was preceded by 
a succession of opening acts that were largely unknown to me, and, from what I 
could tell, much of the crowd. Though their numbers were relatively small and 
their level of enthusiasm rather middling, the initially sparse, mildly attentive 
hodgepodge of onlookers morphed into a tightly packed, energetically rapt mass 
over the course of the evening. It was diverse too. I saw men, women, boys, and 
girls ranging from toddlers to seniors; with dark skin, light skin, and everything 
in between; and wearing clothes spanning casual to casually chic to tattered. Gal 
and her backing quartet presented a cross-section of material recorded since her 
debut as part of the Tropicália movement in the 1960s and her subsequent career 
as an MPB (música popular brasileira—Brazilian popular music) artist.2 Joining 
them, and seeming to me somewhat out of place, was a middle-aged man with 
long brown hair playing what looked like a miniature Stratocaster. The frenzied 
applause upon his introduction, however, told me that he was anything but 
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extraneous—I learned later that he was Armandinho Maceda, the son of one of 
the inventors of the trio elétrico and a master of the guitarra baiana.3 His blazing 
solos and distorted tone were a marked step away from Gal’s gentle voice and her 
group’s smoother, nylon string guitar-led sound. The contrast clearly appealed 
to the crowd, which danced and sang en masse to every song. 

I was thrilled to have seen an MPB legend but nevertheless eager to see some 
of the axé artists whose music I had been exploring prior to coming. A tour guide 
waiting in the lobby of my hotel overheard me mention this and told me that none 
other than Margareth Menezes would be appearing in town later that week. A 
few days later, my family and I followed his tip and headed to Rock ’n’ Rio, a ritzy 
club in what was then an upscale shopping complex. After passing an MPB trio 
performing in the mall’s food court, we found the already substantial box office 
queue. So we waited, joined by well-dressed twenty- and thirtysomethings as well 
as a number of middle-aged women—a crowd that appeared both markedly more 
affluent and significantly less diverse than the one on New Year’s Eve. We finally 
entered the club to see the last half of a set by an opening act that I described in 
my field notes as “disco” and “four female singers backed by an all-male band.”4 
We took our place on the balcony overlooking them, by chance next to the tour 
guide from the hotel. Together we waited (again), listening half attentively to the 
band and watching the dancers on the semi-full dance floor below.

Well after midnight, Margareth and her (again, all-male) group finally took the 
stage. There was no longer open space on the dance floor or anywhere else in the 
venue, and the crowd responded with a fervor that belied the late hour. They (we) 
jumped up and down, danced, and sang along with each song, including several 
I recognized from my CD collection. The band was big and forceful, powered by 
electric guitar and bass, keyboards, horns, a drummer, and a percussion section 
pounding out variants of samba-reggae. Margareth was a dynamo delivering 
catchy tunes in a uniquely powerful and slightly husky voice. The show wrapped 
in the wee hours of the morning, and we headed home, tired and with ringing 
ears, but invigorated.

A third experience on that trip provided a provocative counterpoint to what I 
had seen emerge over the course of the Rock ’n’ Rio and New Year’s Eve shows. 
After a day meandering the cobblestone streets of the Historic District, my 
family and I were drawn to a restaurant by the sounds of bossa nova escaping 
through open windows. With a sparse early evening crowd,5 we listened to a 
singer accompany himself on violão (acoustic guitar). Most patrons were all but 
indifferent to his performance, occasionally offering a smattering of applause, 
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but mostly carrying on conversations while eating and drinking. The audience 
dissipated and became less attentive as the evening progressed. Yet the singer 
soldiered on, his subdued voice floating sinuously above the rich harmonies of 
classic tunes by the likes of João Gilberto and Tom Jobim. Despite his potentially 
demoralizing performance conditions the restaurant singer, like Margareth and 
Gal, left no doubt that he was a seasoned performer, indeed, a pro.

While these three experiences showed me that Bahia’s reputation for music 
was well deserved,6 another moment on that first visit called out its more insidi-
ous side. Stopped at a red light near the Orixá statues presiding over the Dique 
do Tororó,7 a tour guide named Ed spoke passionately about perceptions of 
his hometown. He told us how numerous people dismissed it as a city of little 
substance, where residents only cared about having a good time, countering 
“but we work hard at entertainment!” In just a few words, Ed spoke back to two 
prevalent, entangled myths at issue in this book: 1) that baianos do not work, 
and 2) that “playing” music is not really working. 

The traction of these misconceptions raises the stakes for a topic that might 
otherwise seem a pedestrian aspect of Brazilian music: the day-to-day work of 
making it.8 Living from Music in Salvador is not about global industries, star 
performers, or the big money often discussed apropos of both. It is about people 
who support themselves creating music, usually in more limited contexts to little 
acclaim and often for low wages, as well as the variety of activities including and 
beyond performing onstage and making recordings that comprise the occupation 
of being a musician. Against tendencies among scholars, journalists, and fans to 
focus on “great artists” or celebrities and their “works,” performances, and/or 
products, I want to illustrate how studying the quotidian work processes of local 
performers, “working musicians,”9 provides a powerful means to understand 
them, their music, and the context in which they make it. As I argue throughout 
the book, their practices and productions are entangled with numerous issues 
at the fore of everyday life in Salvador, not the least of which are economics and 
various vectors of cultural politics. Bahian musicians’ seemingly mundane prac-
tices, when ignored or misunderstood as they often are, can reify problematic 
stereotypes—of musicians and people from Bahia, a place where the economy 
once depended on the commodification and labor of enslaved African people 
and now relies heavily on the commodification of African expressive culture. 
Making their labors visible, then, not only points toward the material conse-
quences of music for workers who are often “hidden” in plain sight within a 
highly racialized setting,10 but also pushes against potentially dire, unintended, 
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and broad-ranging consequences when they are noticed. Who was the singer 
in the restaurant? Who performed in the opening acts on New Year’s Eve and 
at Rock ’n’ Rio? Who were the musicians backing the headliners? What do their 
careers look and sound like? Do local players ever win wider acclaim? If so, how? 
What if they don’t? How are their practices entangled with assumptions about 
musicians, music, and baianos? These types of questions underlie what follows.

MUSICIANS’ HIDDEN WORK AND  

MUSIC’S HIDDEN WORKERS

Non/misrecognition of musical workers, be they singers, instrumentalists, or a 
host of other people whose labor makes music audible, persists for a number of 
reasons including wariness about the relationship between creative expression 
and economic activity common in cultures with ties to European Romanticism, 
Liberal Humanism, and Modernism. As part of these legacies, idealized notions 
of Art have long emphasized autonomy from everyday matters such as money. 
Optimistic in some ways (see the Oscar Wilde quotation, above), highly prob-
lematic in others, but rarely irrelevant, an enduring “ideology of autonomous 
art” (Wolfe 1987) is apparent in frequent and not always unfounded concerns 
expressed by scholars, producers of expressive culture, and audiences about the 
power of commerce to impede creative expression. 

The conviction that music and money are irreconcilable is, paradoxically, 
evident in discussions of popular musics that are unequivocally commercial. 
Complaints often revolve around “the music itself ”—too much repetition (it all 
sounds the same!), simplistic harmony (it’s only three chords!), and problematic 
lyrics (another song about sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll?!). Yet the art/commerce 
binary frequently looms despite scholarly critique (e.g., Frith 1987, Weinstein 
1999, Taylor 2016), and as the tenets of neoliberalism, in particular the primacy 
of “the market,” become increasingly naturalized on a global scale: do we not 
still hear (ex-)fans of marquee artists cry “sell out” when a new release features 
material accessible beyond the core audience and earns high revenues when new 
listeners respond with their pocketbooks? 

The art/commerce opposition, however problematic, is one of several interre-
lated factors, including “the music itself,” that feed the disjuncture between music 
and work. As historian Karl Miller (2008, 428) notes, performance conventions 
in many musical traditions require a “consciously contrived mask of effortless-
ness.” Sambas such as “Felicidade” (see the epigraph) along with countless songs 
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in multiple genres resituate notions of effortlessness with declarations that even 
professional musicians don’t or can’t really work. The statements may be ironic; 
or they might be earnest calls for artistic integrity. But either way, such (self) 
representations can obscure the very real work necessary to “play” music. This 
is exemplified in Brazil, where the icon of samba, the malandro, is infamous for 
living outside of societal norms, including holding a job.11 

Mass media portrayals of stars’ leisure-filled lifestyles also contribute to the 
disconnect. In addition to enhancing celebrity mystique, such imagery can also 
bolster their artistic credibility and, ironically, commercial appeal. Less cynically, 
it would be hard to deny that traveling the world performing for an adoring public 
while earning large sums of money might be pleasurable. Regardless, it is almost 
de rigueur that if the more job-like aspects of a successful musician’s career are 
mentioned—in interviews, career retrospectives, biopics, and biographies—they 
are treated with at least a glint of nostalgia for bygone days of paying dues on the 
way to the big time or as evidence of sacrifices made and overcome. 

Absent from such triumphant tales are accounts of the numerous musicians 
who are employed in local music industries, working without label support, world 
tours, or widespread adulation.12 Living from Music is about them—working 
musicians who earn their living performing popular music primarily on a local 
scale. It asks how and to what effects such professionals in Salvador da Bahia, a 
city notable for its music and rich Afro-diasporic culture, make music, money, 
and meanings as laborers within industries of cultural production. While most 
of these performers do not earn acclaim or income remotely comparable to their 
star counterparts, they are in many ways the “faces,” “bodies,” and “voices” of 
music in their home town. Moreover, more than a few of them back high-profile 
performers; and some become stars in their own right. Regardless of their level 
of success, their practices, their music, and the meanings of both are inseparable 
from economics and an array of other issues, local and global, that inform life 
in Salvador. 

FOUNDATIONS

In order to make sense of musicians’ work as entangled with musical, financial, 
and sociocultural concerns in the Bahian context, I draw a great deal from 
“practice theory,” especially the ideas of Pierre Bourdieu, Michel de Certeau, 
and Michel Foucault. Less a coherent theory than a number of perspectives on 
how and to what effects people navigate various structures of constraint and 
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conditions of possibility, these ideas, informed by local knowledge, provide a 
useful framework for critically interpreting the practices of living from music 
in Salvador.13 

For instance, working musicians’ activities can productively be understood as 
what Bourdieu calls “position takings” (prises de position), “the structured system 
of practices and expressions of agents” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, 105) in 
a particular “field.” Accordingly, the music Salvador’s musicians perform, their 
discourse, and their job-seeking efforts are informed by, and also help map out, 
a tangled network of popular music scenes (Straw 1991) that I treat as that field.14 
In keeping with Bourdieu’s formulation, certain features of the Salvador Scenes 
as a field of practice are quite particular to it. An example would be specialized 
musical knowledge. Other structures, for instance, certain social hierarchies, are 
more intertwined with proximal fields such as Bahian society. Likewise, while 
the field as a composite of scenes shares some informing sensibilities with the 
various genre-specific (sub)scenes that comprise it,15 others are more discrete. 
For instance, abilities that might place a musician at the top of their profession 
in one subfield might hold little sway beyond it. The point is that the practices, 
politics, and implications of professional music making are at once highly specific 
and also linked with an array of local and supralocal meanings and vectors of 
power. The organization and sensibilities of the Scenes introduced in chapter 1 
are broader aspects of Bahian culture that come to bear on local musicians’ and 
their audiences’ habituses, the durable, embodied, dispositions that inform their 
musical and quotidian practices.

Various forms of capital, the third factor of Bourdieu’s equation, practice = 
([habitus × capital] + field) (1984, 101), are negotiated, accumulated, and ex-
changed in various ways in the Scenes. Obviously, economic capital is a central 
concern for people endeavoring to live from music. However, their ability to 
earn it, as Bourdieu’s writing suggests, is entangled with the other capital types 
he theorized. For example, cultural capital in the form of particular valued skills 
and claims of participation is especially important for professional musicians 
as they work to advance their careers. Also crucial among Bahian musicians is 
social capital, contacts in the Scenes who can, among other things, help create 
conditions of possibility for paid musical work. 

Many of the issues, conditions, and related actions I examine through prac-
tice theory are relevant to any number of locations—the importance of capitals 
is a standout, if somewhat obvious, example.16 Related matters such as wage 
stagnation linked to an overabundance of capable workers in competition for 
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limited jobs are, similarly, likely familiar to both scholars and members of many 
workforces. Also notable in a large and increasing number of contexts are the 
informal, precarious conditions of employment navigated by the majority of 
people I met who live from music. 

While these concerns are not unique to Salvador, their local specificities 
intensify their importance both materially and conceptually. This becomes ap-
parent if one considers the recent surge in public interest and scholarly debate 
on topics such as “the gig economy,” “portfolio careers,” flexible labor, and post-
Fordism,17 as well as new analytics such as “precarity” utilized by researchers to 
address their impact on workers. These important critiques should also be seen 
as responses to changes in what were once fairly conventional and reliable labor 
sectors. Indeed, that these “new” conditions are hardly novel to musicians is 
suggested by the fact that much of the language describing them, for example 
“gig” and even Richard Florida’s (2012) application of “creativity” for knowledge 
economy workers, betrays links to musical work. 

Such occlusions suggest other blind spots addressed in this study as well. 
Anthropologist Kathleen Millar (2014, 34) astutely notes that critical discus-
sions of changing labor paradigms and their effects really took hold apropos of 
“post-industrial societies of Europe, North America, and Japan—places where 
Fordism was strongest in the twentieth century and which therefore have been 
most affected by its unraveling.” Her point is that temporary and informal labor 
has long been disturbingly prevalent in the Global South—and not just among 
musicians. Cultural geographer Oli Mould (2018) contributes to this intervention 
“at home” with a biting critique of Florida’s work and the correct observation 
that the benefits of “creativity” as an emblem of entrepreneurial savvy and a 
path to middle-class lifestyles are less available to those already marginalized by 
race, gender, disability, or current socioeconomic status. As portended by such 
writing, then, much of the increased attention to purportedly novel notions 
such as creativity, post-Fordism, and precarity risks either leapfrogging over or 
ignoring through normalization the long-standing precarious labor conditions 
that permeate the Global South,18 the volatility endemic to professional music 
making, and many obstacles encountered by variously othered workers, all of 
which continue, even accelerate, in the global march of neoliberal capitalism. 

Living from Music in Salvador aims to avoid such oversights by homing in on 
everyday musical work activities that might otherwise seem quite familiar and 
even common sense among people whose profession and racialized location 
limits their access to the rewards of being part of the so-called creative class. 
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It also localizes issues that are increasingly of global concern. Perhaps most 
saliently, precarious labor conditions, both old and new, contribute to jarringly 
stark disparities in quality of life among Salvador’s residents. Such stratifica-
tion is not only firmly entrenched, but it is inseparable from and continues to 
provide palpable evidence of the sediments of colonialism, the trans-Atlantic 
slave trade, and the plantation system. These dubious legacies, which manifest 
very visibly in articulations of “race” and “class,” are profoundly entangled with 
local musical sensibilities in ways that inform and are informed by the practices 
of working musicians. 

The local particularity of broadly shared concerns is, likewise, evident in 
many of the dominant “strategies” (De Certeau 1984) that structure the Scenes 
and that are, themselves, entangled with racialized and classed notions of music. 
This is especially apparent in local discourse about genre as well as in several 
conventions in Salvador’s music industries such as shifting and differentiated 
involvement during an annual cycle of music participation. I introduce the genres 
most central to Bahian musicians’ careers, typical discourse about them, and a 
number of implications related to the forms of capital as well as where and when 
musical work is done in the next chapter. This discussion then carries over into 
chapter 2, which looks closely at the processes and politics of the flexible, collab-
orative formations in which musicians do such work (e.g., Carnaval production 
companies, event venues, “bands”). My application of practice theory in these 
two chapters emphasizes De Certeau’s notion of “tactics” for “making do” with 
dominant “strategies” as well as unintended consequences such as the reification 
of extant power relations, an undertheorized aspect of his exploration of agency.19 

As the familiarity of some of the above suggests, a number of the local strate-
gies and tactics discussed throughout the book resonate with issues addressed in 
foundational literature that has considered music making as labor. For example, 
flexibility in relation to employment conditions and, to varying degrees, musical 
versatility among performers who are, for the most part, unknown beyond their 
professional milieus underpins studies by sociologists Robert Faulkner (1971), 
H. Stith Bennett (1980), and Jon Frederickson and James Rooney (1993); econo-
mist Ruth Towse (1993); economic historian Cyril Ehrlich (1986); musicologist 
Katherine Preston (1988); and ethnomusicologists Bruce MacLeod (1993) and 
Steven Cottrell (2004, 2007). A fair number of these have focused on “classical 
music,” perhaps in an effort to counter the tenacious traction of the ideology of 
autonomous art. A welcome recent contribution to this discussion is Marianna 
Ritchey’s (2019) monograph, which adroitly analyzes the practices of several 
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twenty-first-century American classical music makers (primarily composers and 
production-oriented entities) and their various entanglements with neoliberal-
ism, as evidenced by, for instance, their overt embrace of market objectives and 
corporate sponsorship as well their adherence and valorization of “the dogma 
of flexibility” (76). Like Ritchey’s work, finally, a significant portion of the extant 
research on music and labor has been based in the U.S. or Europe,20 settings very 
different from Bahia, which is marked by entrenched precarity across labor sec-
tors compounded by particular sedimented constructions of racialized social 
inequity that impinge profoundly on the practices and politics of music. 

Certainly, critical engagements with issues entangled with the particularities 
of “cultural context” are the norm in ethnomusicology. Yet many genre histories, 
studies of notable performers, and ethnographies of non-Western (and popular) 
musics tend to treat as a given the fact that the musicians involved are profes-
sionals. Standing apart from such studies are a growing number of monographs 
(e.g., Baily 1988, Miller 2010, Requião 2010, Perullo 2011, Stahl 2012, Weaver 
Shipley 2013, Guilbault and Cape 2014, Hitchens 2014, Abé 2018, Whitmore 2020, 
Bellaviti 2020) that delve more fully into issues attendant to musicians’ labor 
and thus intersect with several of my central concerns.21 These include money, 
prestige, industry, race, professional networks, genre politics, and precarious 
employment, among others. Within this literature, ethnomusicologists Louise 
Meintjes’s (2003) study of the production of mbquanga recordings in South 
Africa and Eliot Bates’s (2016) ethnography of Turkish recording studio pro-
duction resonate especially strongly with Living from Music in Salvador in their 
close attention to everyday music-making practices, albeit in recording studios 
rather than in the wide range of activities that comprise most musicians’ careers. 
Their research is, further, a welcome complement to the large and ever-increasing 
number of music industry studies, which often, albeit understandably, limit or 
eschew detailed engagement with the work of musical performers in order to 
provide more overarching accounts and/or increased attention to perspectives 
of other kinds of musical workers whose labor is also central to the operations 
of recording companies,22 which are often and erroneously assumed to be one 
and the same with “the music industry” (see Williamson and Cloonan 2007). 
That said, my up-close focus on multiple aspects of musicians’ work within Sal-
vador’s multifaceted music industries is, likewise, interested in the politics and 
implications of genre that is often foregrounded in these studies.23

Similarly resonant with most contexts for musical labor addressed in prior 
research is the fact that the vast majority of instrumentalists, backing performers, 
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and, therefore, musicians who live from music in Salvador are men. Thus, their 
voices are most prominent in my discussion. On the other hand, there are plenty 
of female musicians visible in the Scenes primarily as lead and background vocal-
ists. Exceptions exist, such as the prominent bloco afro, Banda Femina Didá (see 
Haas 2010), which is comprised entirely of (Afro-descendant) women who play 
drums behind singers and dancers. Daniela Mercury employed a female dancer-
percussionist who I saw working around 2005, and in 2014 I became aware of 
an all-female samba de roda group in which women handled all of the plucked 
strings and percussion. Yet in the rest of my many musical experiences in Bahia, 
I encountered only one other woman who supported herself as an instrumental-
ist in popular music, keyboardist and musical director Kadija Teles. Notable is 
that Kadija, presumably like one or more women in Didá and the samba de roda 
group as well as many other female musicians in Salvador, leads ensembles. In 
most instances, further, ensemble leadership was their primary basis of income 
rather than work as side musicians, especially when they were instrumentalists. 
This clearly suggests that certain avenues of labor are less available to women. On 
the other hand, the accomplishments of the female professionals I met illustrate 
their tactical ability to carve out careers despite habituated exclusions akin to 
those detailed in studies focused on female professional musicians (e.g., van 
Nieuwkerk 1995, Tucker 2000; in Brazil, Santanna 2009, Requião 2019).24 The 
experiences of two female singers are presented variously throughout the book 
but, along with perspectives from several others, become especially important in 
chapter 2’s discussion of ensemble leaders working to secure paid employment 
for their enterprise—yet another aspect of musical labor that is often unseen by 
audiences and many scholars.

Admittedly, my interest in and approach to these topics emerges from my 
history as a drummer in Los Angeles. There I connected with others who, like 
me, defined themselves as professional musicians. I also noticed that they called 
making music “working” and not “playing,” as I had always done. Looking back, 
conversations in the LA scenes about who could and could not perform certain 
kinds of music “authentically” were also a starting point for thinking about the 
implications for music and musicians of what ethnomusicologists Ronald Radano 
and Philip Bohlman (2000, 5) have theorized as the “racial imagination . . . the 
shifting matrix of ideological constructions of difference associated with body 
type and color that have emerged as part of the discourse network of modernity.” 
I brought this background with me to Salvador, which had become increasingly 
appealing as a research site following years of performing bossa novas in jazz 
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bars and then becoming aware of, and developing an affinity for, the sounds 
and histories of the blocos afro and axé music after my turn to ethnomusicology. 

My first trip to Bahia left me convinced about the perspectives that could be 
developed exploring small-scale, economically oriented aspects of music mak-
ing there. Subsequent fieldwork reinforced for me how success, even survival, 
as a musical worker requires specialized and, frequently, locally specific skills, 
including many that are not obviously musical. This resonates with Bourdieu’s 
writing on literature and art in which he asserts that their meanings and value are 
inseparable from the conditions of their production, the circumstances navigated 
by producers, and the producers themselves. Situating art objects analytically on 
par with attendant practices, he writes: “position takings . . . including literary 
or artistic works, obviously, but also political acts and discourses, manifestos or 
polemics, etc.” correspond “to different positions, which, in a universe as little 
institutionalized as the literary or artistic field, can only be appreciated through 
the properties of their occupants” (1992, 231, emphasis in original). In other 
words, the sounds professional musicians make, the things they do to create 
them and live, and the meanings of all of their practices are inseparable from 
the specifics of their work, the settings in which it is done, and who they are. 

In terms of making sense of Bahian musicians’ professional practices and pro-
ductions, my analysis of “properties” addresses various issues related to econom-
ics including class position, but as overarched by particular ideas about human 
difference based on inherited phenotypical characteristics, that is, “race.” This 
articulation was driven by constant references to Salvador as Brazil’s most African 
city and various other monikers (including my pun in the book’s title) that speak 
to its racial past and present,25 as well as “political processes of the construction 
of ‘Black Bahia,’ which today appears to ‘naturally’ define the identity of the 
state” (Teles dos Santos 2005, 22, my translation). Crucially, the construction to 
which Teles refers is supported by hard data, history, and experience. According 
to Brazil’s 2010 census, 79.5 percent of Salvador’s population self-identified as 
“Black” or “Brown” (IBGE 2010).26 The city was also a center for the importation 
of enslaved African laborers, many of whom worked nearby plantations; and 
Afro-diasporic culture permeates everyday life and drives the tourism economy.

As I discuss below, however, this history and its presence can be contentious 
for a variety of reasons. Among them is that the very notion of “race” is especially 
vexed in Brazil owing to the ways that intellectuals, politicians, and Brazilians 
have wrestled with its meanings since the colonial encounter. Despite the prob-
lematics of “race,” a crucial point for this study is that baianos repeatedly asserted 
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linkages between specific groups of people and musical practices and proclivities 
in a manner akin to the homologies that are central to Bourdieu’s theorizing. 
Whereas his primary concern was class, these linkages in Bahia have an unmis-
takable racial component even if the term itself, raça, is infrequently invoked. 

 The Brazilian census cited above provides some clarity on this omission. 
Instead of referring to race explicitly, baianos, like most other Brazilians, utilize 
an elaborate language of color (cor) to describe groups and individuals, others, 
and themselves.27 They do so freely and in a manner akin to how North Ameri-
cans discuss hair and eye color, but ostensibly in reference to skin tone. While 
such matter of fact-ness might register to some as evidence of “raceless-ness,” 
processes of social stratification still track patterns rooted in phenotype and 
established by Brazil’s racial history. What is more, even as the language of color 
deviates in some ways from typical discourses and attendant politics of race in 
places such as North America and Europe, it shows many similarities as well. I 
pursue this below, but for now it is important to state that hereditary physical 
characteristics, (racialized) understandings of cultural heritage, and notions of 
class based on economic, social, and racially rooted constructions of cultural 
capital are of great importance to a great many people in Salvador, shaping and 
being shaped by the practices of everyday life and living from music.28 

The depth, breadth, and impact of the entanglements between music, race, 
and capital I noted eventually pushed me to think beyond the racial imagination 
toward what critical race theorist David Theo Goldberg deems “racial concep-
tion.” Goldberg (2008, 4) writes:

Racial conception, or what some such as Anthony Appiah have called racialism, 
is the view that groups of people are marked by certain generalizable visible 
and heritable traits. These generalized traits may be physical or psychological, 
cultural or culturally inscribed on the body, and the physical and psychological, 
bodily and cultural traits are usually thought somehow indelibly connected. 
Thus racialists more often than not think that racial group members share not 
only these traits but also behavioral dispositions and tendencies to think in 
certain ways those not so marked do not share. 

In addition to his descriptive definition, his use of the term “conception” 
provocatively evokes how ideas about inherited phenotypical traits and their 
significance, whether given voice through the language of race or not, are in no 
way exterior to most baianos’ social thinking, action, and interaction. Rather, 
they are a basis for them. 
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Importantly, for Goldberg, racial conception is multivalent and not one and 
the same with racism, which he characterizes as the belief that “racial difference 
warrants exclusion of those so characterized from elevation into the realm of 
protection, privilege, property, or profit” (2008, 5). Certainly, I saw racial concep-
tion emerge as overt racism in the form of, say, aggressive exclusions and verbal 
bigotry. And if I did not see it myself, friends and interlocutors shared their 
own troubling experiences. More often, though, I noted how racial conception 
informed subtler racist actions, for instance offhand comments and thinly veiled 
assertions of superiority that left little doubt about their genesis. On the other 
hand, racial conception was also evident in how baianos discussed themselves 
and each other in assertions of regional identity and pride as well as claims of 
musical authority and authenticity. Regardless of setting, outcome, or intent, it 
was abundantly clear on a daily basis that ideas about phenotypical similarities 
and differences along with related homologies of character, position, and practice 
were powerful social forces in the capital of Afro Brazil.

A CONFLUENCE OF CONCEPTIONS,  

IMAGININGS, AND ISSUES

Local discourse and widely circulated representations of Bahia, its residents, and 
its culture are difficult to separate from lingering racially conceived stereotypes, in 
particular, the durable belief that baianos are less than assiduous. The prominence 
of music and other forms of entertainment therein abets such misunderstanding, 
shifting attention and imaginings away from the many residents of Salvador who 
are employed in conventional sectors such as petroleum, finance, healthcare, 
manufacturing, retail/service (both formal and informal), and agriculture. Such 
material also conceals the fact that, as Ed the tour guide noted, those who work 
in entertainment, including musicians, work hard. 

The ongoing stereotyping of Bahia and baianos owes a great deal to exte-
rior forces, people, and practices. I have been told on numerous occasions in 
the U.S., Canada, and in cities such as Rio and São Paulo that people in Bahia 
do not work.29 But detrimental imaginings also emerge from within and not 
necessarily out of malicious intent. Unintended consequences of musicians’ 
career tactics are a concern throughout the book, but the risks of ostensibly 
tactical representations are well illustrated by a tourist trinket I was given by a 
Bahian friend. Almost certainly offered to me ironically—my friend is a physi-
cian, a professor of medicine, and an accomplished musician who rarely stops  
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working—the mini t-shirt bearing the “Bahian 10 Commandments” nevertheless 
speaks volumes about how Bahia is imagined, how such imaginings are used to 
appeal to tourists, and how such tactics might go awry:

THE BAHIAN 10 COMMANDMENTS 
(my translation)
 1. Live to rest.
 2. If you see someone resting, help him/her.
 3. Love your bed. It’s your temple.
 4. Work is sacred. Don’t touch it.
 5. Love your work. Spend hours looking at it.
 6. Rest by day for the strength to sleep at night.
 7. Eat, sleep, and when you wake, rest.
 8. Don’t forget, work is health. Save it for the sick.
 9. When you feel the urge to work, sit and wait. It will pass.
 10. Never do tomorrow what you can do the day after tomorrow.

As a self-representation, these commandments exemplify the playful good humor 
for which Bahia is widely recognized—marketing material often calls it “a terra 
de alegria” (the land of happiness). They also speak to the relaxed approach many 
baianos take to certain aspects of their lives, another feature that can appeal to 
those looking for a vacation. This tempo, however, can also frustrate visitors and 
some locals, who cast it as evidence of backwardness or lack of a serious work 
ethic. Much as the city’s laid-back and cheery atmosphere is both an effective 
marketing tactic and a target for condemnation, words and images portray-
ing smiling, musicking baianos can have troubling consequences regardless of 
their intent or economic expedience. Moreover, in a place marked by striking 
inequality, questions remain about who speaks for baianos, who benefits, and 
at whose expense. 

It was clear on many occasions that social positions were negotiated through 
less ironic discourse about local lifestyles, especially proclivities for leisure activi-
ties. For instance, members of the middle and upper classes often cast aspersions 
on the less affluent majority, the povo (the people), if they saw “them” socializing 
in a public space: “they are partying when they should be working” or “those 
people should be resting so they can work tomorrow.”30 Sentiments such as these 
were also evident when more affluent baianos discussed manual laborers, service 
industry workers, and their own domestic employees who, by the way, typically 
work long hours, six days per week. As one of many possible examples, a well-
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to-do woman from whom I rented a room said to me more than once, usually 
after she had fired yet another housekeeper, “they only care about money and 
samba!” Disturbing as such statements are in terms of class alone, they are all 
the more unsettling in light of Bahia’s metonymy with Blackness and Brazil’s 
location in the Global South. It is but a small step to concede that many refer-
ences to pleasure-seeking, labor-avoiding baianos who readily sing and dance 
are conceived in enduring notions of layabout, naturally musical Black bodies. 

Yet, some of these ideas can be hard to dispute. As I noted above, the majority 
of Salvador’s population is visibly of (sub-Saharan) African descent.31 Likewise, 
in keeping with tourist material, history books, and imaginings of Bahia, mani-
festations of Afro-diasporic expressive culture are everywhere in Salvador and 
its surrounding areas. Further affirming the happiness, relaxation, and party 
narrative that is so commodifiable is that, along with abundant hospitality and 
numerous festive events, I saw daily how Salvador is rich with baianos who dance 
and make music with remarkable facility. 

Yet as several of my friends who identified as members of the povo told me, 
their smiles, laughter, and parties help keep them from crying. Bahia continues 
to suffer the ills of economic marginalization and inequality. Although I have 
noticed improvements in, for instance, infrastructure, the local jobless rate 
consistently exceeds the national average,32 and many of the employed struggle 
to make ends meet with the wages they earn. Several of my closest collaborators 
confided to me that very little of the economic prosperity generated in Brazil 
early in the new millennium found its way to them, their families, or the ma-
jority in their circles. They also made it clear that subsequent economic decline 
and political scandals, including the divisive impeachment of President Dilma 
Rouseff in 2016, hit poorer, and darker-skinned Bahians particularly hard. 

Thus, many baianos continue to lack adequate income and housing. People 
living on the streets are common, and many more live in slums referred to 
as invasões (invasions). Marked by exposed brick, do-it-yourself homes, and 
crumbling infrastructure,33 invasões and slightly more affluent “popular neigh-
borhoods” are occupied primarily by people with darker skin. Such living condi-
tions likely contribute to stereotypes about Bahian attitudes toward work, since 
cramped homes in such areas—as well as a tradition of children living with their 
parents until marriage—leads many residents to “ficar na rua” (spend time on 
the street). Although understandable and usually innocuous, this can invite 
indictments of baianos’, and especially afro-baianos’ work habits. 

The dangers of perpetuating such imaginings are pungently evident in a 
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statement made by then candidate and, subsequently, president of Brazil, Jair 
Bolsonaro in 2018:

I went to visit a quilombo [a settlement founded by the descendants of runaway 
slaves]. The lightest afrodescendant there weighed seven arrobas [more than 
100 kg]. They don’t do anything. I don’t think they’re even good for procreat-
ing anymore.34

That language such as this would be used by someone who would be elected 
president by a clear majority highlights the alarming potential for the misappro-
priation of otherwise tactical self-representations as well as everyday practices 
that are not only logical, but often necessary. Bolsonaro’s vulgarity also indicates 
that much has deteriorated since my most concentrated and extended periods 
of fieldwork during the left-leaning presidency of Luis Inácio “Lula” da Silva 
(2003–2011). Lula’s administration, which encompasses the analytical focus of the 
book, saw many societal reforms, economic ascendency, and a related sense of 
optimism among plenty of baianos in light of the many challenges that remained. 
Things turned markedly for the worse early into the term of his hand-picked 
successor, Rouseff, and, for a majority of my collaborators, have continued to 
deteriorate, putting increased pressure on their tactics, any long-term risks of 
which seem to be outweighed by short-term survival needs. 

Like many baianos, musicians also face a double bind with respect to com-
mon tactics and unintended consequences. Despite ideologies that they should 
not work and the artistic and economic efficacy of narratives that they do not 
work, music makers often find themselves condemned as second rate or lazy if 
they cannot justify what they do with financial success. Compounding misun-
derstandings is that professional performers spend a great deal of time “work-
ing to work,” that is, engaged in pursuits that do not look like labor or in some 
cases, music, but that are crucial to their careers. As cultural studies scholar 
Melissa Gregg (2011) has noted, such blurring of work and “leisure” activities 
is becoming increasingly endemic to how people in numerous sectors labor, in 
many instances increasing precarity and abetting abuses since such practices 
look, and often are, fun. And yet again, while somewhat new and understand-
ably unsettling among white-collar professionals in the Global North, activities 
that look like leisure and can be pleasurable are and have always been the stuff 
of living from music, are often misappropriated to damaging ends, and are, as 
such, a central focus of my analysis. 


