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In Brazil, a favela is a squatter settlement. In the case of the documentary Favela Rising, it’s Vigario Geral, a vast slum that clings precariously to the side of a hillside on the outskirts of glittery Rio de Janeiro. Some 30,000 people live there in what is known locally as the “the Brazilian Bosnia,” eking out a subsistence existence in a place where the night air is punctuated by gunshots and screaming.
Many of the teenage boys of Vigario Geral have turned to what they perceive as a lucrative, flashy life of crime, joining the ranks of the “drug soldiers,” machine-gun-toting kids who peddle the wares of drug lords on the littered streets under the shakedown of corrupt police.

Into this stew of misery, however, filmmakers Jeff Zimbalist and Matt Mochary have found a surprising amount of hope. From what seems on the surface to be a rather painful journey into the dark side of human suffering, Zimbalist and Mochary have made an uplifting and inspirational story.

Their film concentrates on a man with the unlikely name of Anderson Sa, who has risen from the slums and a life of crime to become a sort of local Pied Piper to the young kids who flock to the sounds of his tub-thumping musical group Grupo AfroReggae. Going beyond the street musicians who bring excitement to the people of Rio’s favelas with performances that include manic gyrations and catchy songs, AfroReggae is as much a social experiment as entertainment. Many of the songs played by the group daringly expose the bleak life offered by the drug lords, countering them by enlisting youngsters in programs to keep them off the streets. It’s “using music as an instrument of change; to end violence,” explains Sa, a charismatic figure who is beloved of the locals and even manages at one point to calm the flames of violence in a drug war between rival favela factions.

Sa appears throughout the film in shadowy close-ups to explain the beginnings of AfroReggae and to comment on its successes. He started the group at a low point in Vigario Geral when, after the assassination of four policemen by a drug lord’s gang, the police responded by raiding the favela, massacring 21 people on the streets and in their homes. Most of them, says Sa, who lost a brother in the raid, had no connection to drugs. This enraged the favela and served as the springboard for Sa, a reformed drug trafficker himself, to begin his group. Rather than being violently revolutionary, they did it with music.

More and more young people joined until the group became a movement and one that effected social change. When AfroReggae began in 1993, there were 150 drug soldiers in the favela. By 2004, that number had dropped to fewer than 25.

Zimbalist and Mochary make their points with both Sa’s expansive interviews and with moments from AfroReggae concerts, which grow larger and larger and are greeted with great enthusiasm as they perform their electrifying music.

It’s not all sunny, however. At one point Sa tries to convince a group of schoolboys, who talk tough and say they want to become outlaws, to get respectable jobs when they grow up. But they seem disinterested.

Later in the film a tragedy threatens to put an end to AfroReggae. Yet, true to form, something that can only be described as a miracle occurs. It is uplifting and buoys the spirit. One can only wish that there were more programs like AfroReggae and more people like Sa to lead them.
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