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ABSTRACT 
 

Bodily Force and Rhetorical Function in the Afro-Brazilian Art Form of Capoeira 

examines how practitioners of capoeira, a dance-like martial art developed by African 

slaves in Brazil during the slave trade, enact forms of contestation, resistance, and 

accommodation through their performances, as well as how the practice of capoeira 

results in productions and interruptions of social and cultural hierarchies. Building 

upon historical research, interviews, and participant observations at a local capoeira 

site, I argue that the movements, gestures, and facial expressions that drive 

communicative performances between two or more practitioners elucidate 

intersections between rhetoric, performance, and the body. More specifically, I 

demonstrate that the capoeira body operates as a physical force that serves a variety 

of rhetorical functions, including intervening in social structures of dominance, 

performing identities, recording histories, establishing relational politics, and inviting 

self and communal transformation. Interrogating the art form’s colonial past, I 

suggest that capoeira has the potential to teach anti-oppression practices and to serve 

as a locus of coalition building across multiple lines of difference. 
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PREFACE 
 

OPEN RODA 
 

 We arrived just as the music started, just in time to hear the old master sing his 

story, a story of has-beens and still-ares—we call them legends—a story about life in 

Bahia, about the tradition that saved slaves when savior was a concept to them unknown. 

The old man sings of the slaves who knew no freedom, but who found freedom in music 

as they danced and sang, playing jogos in the roda, a circle symbolizing the womb, 

protection. Dressed in white, two players advance, ask permission to play; the old man 

taps the cane of his berimbau, nods his head and smiles delicately, as if the smile is meant 

only for himself. He continues his song, the music never interrupted by all this.  

The first player enters the roda cautiously, arms up, elbows tilted at ninety-

degrees, her body armed and ready, loaded with Axé—energy; turning sideways she dives 

slowly into a cartwheel, her feet tucked in to protect her body as her opponent’s leg 

passes over her, generating a light breeze, a small dust storm that waives as she rises to 

the rhythm. (Rhythm inspires the game, sets the tone for the dialogue, determines the 

cadence of the movement.)  Her opponent evades her return attack, falling underneath a 

swift, circular kick that comes from her loaded back leg, folding in on himself like a 

flower without water and then springing forth like an Iris blossom in rainy spring, tall and 

brilliant and full of life. The conversation continues in this way, each player speaking 

then listening to each other with lissome movements, the old man singing his epic song, 

the chorus echoing his wisdom words in that familiar call-and-response way, us 
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watching, admiring, captivated by their grace, by the history of their silent and singing 

words. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

CAPOEIRA AS A BODILY RHETORIC OF RESISTANCE 
 
 

Iê vou contar uma historia    I’m going to tell a story 
Sobre os escravos no Brasil1    about the slaves in Brazil 
Eles criaram a capoeira    they created capoeira 
E da luta ela naceu     and out of struggle capoeira was  

born 
 
Nos quilombos eles lutaram    In the quilombos they fought 
P’ra liberdade da opressão    for freedom from oppression 
Com valor e elegançia     with valor and gracefulness 
E um grande coração     and great heart 
 
Os negros escaparam     The Black people escaped 
Com benção e cabeçada    with benção and cabeçada 
Jogando capoeira de Angola    playing capoeira Angola 
De deus são abençoados    blessed by God 
 
Um jogo de defensa e ataque    A game of defense and attack 
Cheio de Axé e malicia    full of Axé (energy) and trickery 
Não era brincadeira     it wasn’t a joke 
Era um jogo pela vida     it was a game for life 
 
Arte Brasileira e Africana    Afro-Brazilian art 
Com o som do berimbau    with the sound of the berimbau 
Deram capoeira uma vida    the slaves gave capoeira a life 
De mito e tradição     of myth and tradition 
 
Iê viva meu deus (repete)    Hail my God 
Iê viva meu mestre(repete)    long live my mestre 
Iê quem me ensino (repete)    the one who taught me 
Iê a capoeira (repete)     here’s to capoeira 
Iê a volta a mundo… (repete)    around the world…  
 

 

                                                
1 In this dissertation, I use the spelling “Brasil” when writing in Portuguese, when referencing 
organizations and companies that use this spelling, and when quoting writing that uses this spelling. I use 
“Brazil” when writing in the English language.  
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 When I wrote the above ladainha,2 or litany, in the first year of my PhD program, 

I was years away from my formal research into the art form. 3 Although I had been 

playing capoeira for about three years at the time, I considered myself a novice with 

limited knowledge of the art form’s movements, philosophy, music, and history. What 

little I did know about the history of capoeira came primarily from the conversations I 

had with Mestres and other capoeiristas4 and from the songs I heard and sung in the roda. 

In short, what I knew of capoeira’s history circulated through oral discourses, recorded in 

my memory and remembered in the above song. I begin with this ladainha because, for 

me, it underscores the prevailing narrative told within capoeira crowds: African slaves’ 

avid yearning for freedom inspired the creation of capoeira in Brazil, and capoeira 

provided a means for them to defend themselves against oppression and abuse (through 

fighting techniques masked as dance) and to persevere in the most dire of circumstance 

(through song and ritual). This narrative not only flows through conversations among 

capoeiristas, it is visibly present in the pages of books and websites dedicated to capoeira. 

However, the historical narrative of slave resistance is complicated by an absence of 

historical records that corroborate it. Its proliferation is owed to the countless capoeiristas 

                                                
2 The ladainha is a solo that marks the beginning of a capoeira roda, a circle in which games of capoeira 
are played. These “litanies” often include historical allusion, references to other famous capoeiristas, or 
aspects about the game that relate to “everyday life” (Assunçao 114; see also Downey, 75-77). 
3 In this dissertation, I refer to capoeira most often as an “art form,” though I also call it a practice and a 
game. As this chapter illustrates, literatures on capoeira often refer to its holistic practice (its physical 
movements, history and philosophy, and music) as an art form, so I follow this usage. I refer to it as a 
“game” in instances when I am talking specifically about two practitioners engaging in a bodily dialectic 
with one another in the space of the roda.  
4 In this dissertation, I use the terms “practitioner” and “capoeirista” interchangeably to refer to people who 
play capoeira. The only exception to this usage is in chapter two, where I use “capoeira” to refer to 
practitioners, as was common during the 19th century. The term “Mestre” refers to a master of capoeira who 
has extensive training in and knowledge about capoeira practice, philosophy, music, and history. 
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who repeat this account over and over again, transforming belief and speculation into a 

largely accepted reality. In all truth, I was telling this story long before I even wrote this 

song. 

 At this point, it might seem that I am critiquing a history that has no veritable 

record. On the contrary, I am less concerned with historical accuracy than I am with the 

implications of a history that is ambiguous, uncertain, and at times contradictory. For me, 

the intrigue of capoeira’s history lies in the possibilities created by ambiguity—

possibilities for creative interpretation, unexpected connections, and non-dominant 

renderings and revisions. That is to say, this dissertation is not an attempt to locate the 

definitive history of capoeira. I am not a historian, and I expect that there will be points 

of historical contention within this work. I am a rhetorical studies scholar, and from this 

position, I write about capoeira. I write, too, and perhaps even more relevantly, from the 

position of a capoeirista who has been an aficionada of the art form for nearly eight years 

now. As a rhetorical scholar and as a practitioner of capoeira, I have come to see the art 

form as a conduit of communication: Capoeiristas engage in what Neil Stevens and Sara 

Delamont have called a “conversation of gestures” with their bodies (115); capoeira 

music transmits oral histories; capoeira serves as a locus of identification among 

practitioners; capoeira has been used to challenge social inequality both historically and 

in the present day; practitioners perform the identity of capoeirista through dress, habits, 

movements, and ethos; and the practice of capoeira challenges dominant histories of 

rhetoric that limit its study to written texts while showing that human bodies—and the 

material realities assigned to them—are indeed rhetorical.  
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  When I took my first capoeira class back in 2003, I had no idea that I would 

derive so much meaning from something I had initially conceived of as a form of 

exercise. My long-term partner, a capoeirista both then and now, started taking classes in 

1998, and after the birth of our son in 2003, I often attended classes as an observer. I 

emphatically resisted taking classes for months, offering the excuse that capoeira was 

“his thing.”  But after months of hearing capoeira’s musical seduction and witnessing the 

strength and grace with which capoeiristas dialogued in their bodily dance, I caved. 

 In my eight years as a capoeirista, my body has suffered intense physical pain, 

and my mind has developed a special way of knowing and maneuvering in the world. 

One night in early 2009, I was playing in the roda with another capoeirista when one 

quick rasteira from my partner swept my leg out from under me. As I tried to swing my 

leg around for a meia lua de compaso, 5 my left hallux caught the edge of the floor and 

dislocated from its joint. I looked down in disbelief at the exposed tissue and tendon, my 

great toe bent a near ninety degrees in the medial direction. In one instant adrenaline 

haze, I reached down and snapped it back into place. On the way to the hospital, I cursed 

my bad luck and hoped that my toe wouldn’t have to be amputated—but I was just being 

dramatic. After a few stitches and a few weeks on crutches, I was back on an easy 

conditioning routine, intent on preparing my foot for our return capoeira class. The next 

year, I injured my neck doing headstand movements when I visited another school—my 

fault for attempting a tricky move that I couldn’t pull off. That one took me out for six 

                                                
5 A rasteira is an intentional trip executed by extending one’s leg. A meia lua de compaso translates 
loosely to “half moon from the back,” and it signifies a kick performed by bending one’s body in half and 
sweeping one’s leg upward in a moon-like arch toward an opponent. 
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months, as I underwent regular acupuncture, massage, and electro-stimulation treatments. 

Aside from these more serious injuries, I have put up with the physical ailments common 

among capoeiristas: foot blisters, sore wrists, achy knees, tender ankles, and bruises, 

bumps, and sprains. But I wouldn’t trade any of these scars for an unblemished body. The 

benefits I have gained—mentally, spiritually, and yes, physically—far outweigh these 

pains. Capoeira has given me confidence in my body and in what my body can do. I have 

become stronger physically and mentally; I have achieved a sense of timing and the 

ability to respond with patience to challenging situations; I have found a way to relieve 

the stresses of being a parent/PhD student/writing teacher; I have found my singing 

voice; I can play basic rhythms on four instruments; I have acquired insights into a 

beautiful form of expression with an incredible history; and I have challenged myself to 

push my preconceived limits. I can move to a rhythm and have developed a love for 

dancing. For a person who was always known in my family for having little rhythm and 

coordination, these are impressive feats. Beyond these mental and physical bouts of 

confidence, I have made lasting friendships with people who have become like a second 

family to me. More than anything else, I treasure the community of capoeiristas that I 

have come to know during the last years. They have made this journey all the more 

worthwhile. 

Complex Definitions and Contested Histories: Toward an Understanding of 
Capoeira 
 
 Capoeira is an Afro-Brazilian art form that requires both mental and physical 

prowess: It combines fighting techniques, dance-like movements, music and song, and 

acrobatics. However, a definition as simplistic and as conceivable as this does not suffice 
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to capture the art form’s impact, complexity, and nuances. Master practitioners and 

scholars extend this definition in ways that call attention to the art form’s underlying 

philosophical and spiritual qualities. Noted author and capoeira master Mestre Acordeon 

(Bira Almeida) writes: “Capoeira is the bread of the everyday, a question of infinite 

possibilities and a spring of crystalline water to quench my thirst for knowledge. It is 

simultaneously physical and mental health, a strategy to face the contradictions of the 

world, and a way of living that has given me a better perspective on the game of life” 

(Capoeira 3). Mestre Acordeon’s definition of the art form refracts the focus from its 

more literal, physical and musical elements and toward its more figurative “possibilities” 

as a way of living. For him, capoeira is not just a game or a martial art that involves 

movement in the moment; it is a way of knowing and being in the world.6  Like Mestre 

Acordeon, capoeira master and communication scholar Nestor Capoeira resists easy 

definitions of capoeira. While the title of Nestor Capoeira’s historical text refers to 

capoeira as a “dance-fight-game,” he complicates this definition in his preface:  

More than a dance, a fighting technique, a game, a patrimony of Brazilian culture, 

capoeira is a form of “seeing” and living life. It is a specific point of view about 

the world and mankind, transmitted from teacher to pupil throughout the 

generations.  

Capoeira is a practice that overflows from the roda, the circle where capoeira is 

played, into our day-to-day personal life with a lot of tropical swing and ancient 

knowledge. 

                                                
6 Mestre Acordeon also writes that “Capoeira is a fascinating but complex art that comprises a physical 
challenge and philosophical enigma…” (Capoeira, emphasis added, 4).  
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Capoeira is the cream of the refined malandragem, the philosophy of street 

smarts, which materializes itself in the game played to the sound of the berimbau. 

(Roots xv) 

The lyrical tones of Nestor Capoeira’s definition reminisce a Romantic poet’s 

impassioned veneration of nature and mysticism, calling attention to the reverence 

explicit in practitioners’ characterizations of capoeira. Similar to Mestre Acordeon’s 

description of capoeira, Nestor understands it to be much more than physical practice; it 

is a way of “‘seeing’ and living life” that transfers into practitioners’ everyday realities. 

As Nestor points out, capoeira holds wisdom and encompasses a “philosophy” that is as 

present in the games that are played as it is in the lives of practitioners. What is more, 

Nestor ascribes to capoeira an embodied history: Through time, capoeira has been passed 

down from instructor to student as practitioners learn the “tropical swing” of its 

movements and gain insight into its past. Capoeira’s historical record is thus performed in 

and through the body.  

 Recent historical and ethnographic scholarship on capoeira offers parallel 

descriptions that further confirm the art form’s broad application. Historian Matthias 

Röhrig Assunção acknowledges that “capoeira is much more than music and dance: it is a 

holistic art that develops creativity and theatricality and offers its own path towards 

spirituality” (emphasis added, 1). Here, Assunção indicates that capoeira is greater than 

the sum of its music and dance parts; it is a comprehensive “art” that cultivates 

inventiveness, occupies the realm of performance, and exists on a metaphysical plane. He 

continues, “Since adepts need to train hard in a wide range of bodily techniques and 
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intellectual skills, it also constitutes a martial art and, according to some, a spiritual 

discipline” (1). Assunção elaborates straightforward definitions of capoeira and opposes 

binary depictions that limit its expanse. That is, according to Assunção, capoeira reaches 

across the domains of dance, performance, spirituality, philosophy, and martial art. It is 

all of the above and yet not one separately or simply. Writing along similar lines, 

historian Joshua Rosenthal offers an inclusive definition of capoeira as “a mix of a dance 

and a fight, although in some way, it is simultaneously both and neither” (“Globalization” 

145). In the same paragraph, Rosenthal refers to capoeira as an “art” and as a “game,” 

seemingly drawing upon multiple, even divergent concepts in his representation.   

Capoeira is “a genre that combines elements of martial art, dance, and musical 

performance. [It is a] descendent of slave arts, gangs’ fighting techniques, and urban 

popular culture,” writes ethnographer Greg Downey in a similar portrayal. After 

explaining how the practitioners involved in his study professed of capoeira’s potential 

for self-transformation, Downey adds that his “book treats the art as a bodily discipline 

for transforming a person’s perceptions, sense of self, and styles of interaction, rather 

than just an isolated performance” (emphasis added, ix-x). While Downey’s exposition of 

capoeira begins rather simply, it grows increasingly multifaceted as he fords the waters of 

embodiment and habit, while offering that capoeira bridges a historical past with the 

everyday present. While Downey mentions the performative dimensions of capoeira, he 

cautions against treating the art form as a single occurrence that is fixed in time and 

space. Rather, he suggests that capoeira, more than “just an isolated performance,” 

comprises a “bodily discipline” of substantive impact on the lives of practitioners.  
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If the above descriptions prove anything, it’s that capoeira is a slippery, slightly 

ambiguous, and difficult to define practice that is more easily understood in the flesh. 

That is, as the physical bodies of practitioners perform capoeira, it is made concrete for 

observers and for those who are unfamiliar with it. At the same time, the above 

representations maintain that capoeira acts upon the material worlds and bodies of 

practitioners in ways that constitute a philosophy of living and in ways that may lead to 

self-transformation. Important commonalities exist among the above elucidations as well. 

All underscore the influence that capoeira has on practitioners outside of their 

participation in the art, and all present multidimensional, intricate characterizations of 

capoeira. Such intricacy is further illustrated by the common use of the word “art” in 

reference to capoeira. For example, in his definition of capoeira, Assunção draws a 

connector between “art,” “creativity,” and “theatricality”: Art in this instance consists of 

creative and performative features that produce spiritual effects. If, as Aristotle claims in 

The Poetics, art is an imitation of life, then capoeira no doubt fulfills this prerequisite. As 

the above interpretations demonstrate, many view capoeira as a reflection of life and as a 

practice that invokes affective responses in practitioners: Practitioners play capoeira as a 

form of spiritual practice, which is embedded in the everyday and in the transcendental 

communal practice itself. Capoeira incorporates cultural philosophy, history, and 

tradition into a physical expression. Beyond that, it blends music, dance, and performance 

in ways that grant it aesthetic appeal.7  

                                                
7 Thanks to my friend and capoeirista Fada and to my colleague Jessica Shumake for their insights into 
capoeira as “art.” 
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The history of capoeira offers some explanation for the fusion of dance, fighting, 

and music. Although the origins of capoeira have long been contested, most scholars and 

practitioners of capoeira agree that its development coincides with the slave trade in 

Brazil, which spanned from about 1500-1888; the exact place and date of capoeira’s 

origin remain a mystery (Almeida “Historical Background” par. 2). A dearth of written 

historical accounts surrounding the genesis of this practice has not, however, prevented 

theorists from exploring questions of its origins. Consequently, three dominant theories 

exist surrounding its evolution:  “[C]apoeira was already formed in Africa; capoeira was 

created by Africans and their descendants in the rural areas of colonial Brazil; and 

capoeira was created by Africans and their descendants in one of the major Brazilian 

urban centers” (Almeida “Origins” par. 1). Assunção poses a fourth theory in his attempt 

to dispel myths regarding the history of the art, recounting the belief held and perpetuated 

mainly by Brazilian nationalists who wanted to claim capoeira as their own. According to 

this latter theory, capoeira was created by mestiço Brazilians—“the only observable 

homogeneity of the Brazilian people”—who were inspired by their natural surroundings 

(15). Thus, nationalists sought to dispel the art form’s African roots in an attempt to 

purify the art in the same way the country was attempting to homogenize (i.e., “whiten”) 

its population through the inter-breeding of Africans and Europeans (12).   

Despite these disputed histories, most practitioners I have spoken with, including 

my research participants, believe that capoeira originated in Brazil sometime during the 

slave trade. Without written historical records, pinpointing a specific date of origin 

proves difficult, and in my conversations with research participants, we never discussed 
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dates in detail.  Yet even while practitioners may lack certainty in considering the origins 

of this art, many practitioners, including my research participants, are convinced that 

African slaves created capoeira after arriving in Brazil, not before, and that their 

development of the art was motivated by their oppression.8  As Augusto Ferreira asserts, 

“Capoeira was born out of a burning desire for freedom. Only through the efforts of these 

men would the slaves free themselves, and return once more to the life of freedom they 

had known in their own land” (qtd. in Almeida Capoeira 15). Here, Ferreira indicates 

that capoeira was likely used as a means for countering dominance in a period of endemic 

racial inequality. Assunção also acknowledges that “a far greater number of practitioners 

claim that maroons…invented capoeira” and that “the romanticized image of maroons 

practicing capoeira has dominated historical accounts of the art for the last half century” 

(6). Many practitioners claim that slaves purposefully disguised capoeira as a dance and 

set it to music in order to hide its martial aspects. In fact, one rhythm of capoeira’s music, 

called Cavalaria, was created as a warning of impending police threat. The rhythm 

mimics the sounds of galloping horses and served as a code for practitioners to stop 

playing capoeira and to begin dancing. This tradition continues in contemporary practice 

and signals to practitioners that something is awry; as my own capoeira teacher recently 

said, “When you hear that rhythm, you better run.” Even today, the narratives of 

oppression, slave resistance, liberation, and equality inform capoeira’s practice and 

                                                
8 While I cannot be entirely sure, I would like to think that practitioners adhere to this conviction because it 
is overwhelmingly repeated in popular literatures on capoeira. For example, a recent Google search on 
“capoeira and slave resistance” yielded 3.5 million hits. Admittedly, these hits could have been disputing 
this case, but even then, that the case needs to be disputed speaks to the ubiquity of the narrative. Beyond 
that, I speculate that the practitioners I interviewed remain steadfast in this belief because it enables them to 
imagine possibilities for freedom and transformation through their practice. 
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philosophy; most practitioners deem the triad of history, philosophy, and practice as 

interrelated and mutually informative, while an understanding of this interplay becomes 

imperative for mastering the art. 

Although the mastery of capoeira was once only attainable for Brazilian men, 

1966 marked an important year for the art in that Vicente Pastinha, distinguished Mestre 

(master) of Capoeira Angola9 accompanied his students to the first international Festival 

des Arts Nègres, spurring its subsequent movement into international locations 

(Rosenthal 262; see also chapter three). Later, in 1975, Jelon Vieira (Mestre Jelon) first 

brought capoeira to the United States, marking the beginning of the art form’s (re)birth 

on American soil. In the few decades since capoeira first arrived in New York, the art has 

been embraced by people of diverse nationalities, races, classes, genders, histories, and 

cultures, with schools now existing in nearly every state in the US, in many countries in 

Europe and Latin America, and in Australia, Canada, South Africa, South Korea, and 

Japan (Assunção 193-194). According to Janelle Joseph, “the wealth of the Northern 

nations has brought many economically disadvantaged capoeiristas to the United States 

(1970s), England (1980s) and Canada (1990s), looking for an easy way to support 

themselves and their families not available in Brazil” (Joseph 32). Such movement meant 

increased accessibility to the art, resulting in “the formation of distinctive Brazilian 

communities around the world” (Joseph 33). Yet what can the formation of such 

                                                
9 Capoeira Angola is one of the two dominant styles of capoeira, often deemed closest to its original form. 
In this style of playing, the object is to outwit one’s opponent through malicía, or trickery; it is marked by 
slow, controlled, ritualized movements played low to the ground.  



23 
 

communities mean for the history and future of capoeira?  My research was initially 

motivated by this question, and expanded to include the following lines of inquiry: 

• As capoeira expands beyond Brazilian borders and in contexts other than 

colonialism, how does the narrative of oppression and resistance inform its 

practice?  

• In what ways do practitioners of capoeira, both past and present, produce 

and/or interrupt social and cultural hierarchies? 

• What is the role of history, particularly the narrative of slave resistance, in 

contemporary practice, and to what extent do contemporary practitioners 

relate that history to their everyday lives and practice? 

• How might capoeira elucidate connections between rhetoric and performance? 

In what ways can capoeira help characterize rhetorics of the body? 

 I wanted to begin to understand the transformations taking place within capoeira 

as it is practiced abroad (i.e., in contexts other than Brazil) and the ways in which non-

Brazilian practitioners identify with and perform the practice. I wanted to complicate the 

notion that authentic capoeira could only be found in Brazil, but I also wanted to 

complicate the practice of capoeira in transnational contexts. Being a US practitioner who 

has never been to Brazil, I am sensitive to the limitations in my own perspective. Many 

capoeiristas believe that a “pilgrimage” to Brazil is required in order to gain 

“authenticity” as a practitioner, and the fact that I have never been to Brazil may cause 

some to question my legitimacy as a capoeirista and as a researcher of the art form 

(Griffith 1-2; 26). As a full-time mother and student and as a part-time writing instructor 
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with a limited amount of time to complete my degree, I made the choice early not to 

conduct research in Brazil. While my study references research and programs located in 

Brazil, in this dissertation I am more interested in finding out what this knowledge means 

for practitioners in localized contexts outside of Brazil—in how non-Brazilian 

practitioners draw upon this knowledge in their own performances and practices.  

In this project, I investigate the ways in which practitioners of capoeira, both past 

and present, enact forms of contestation and resistance through their performances, as 

well as how the practice of capoeira results in productions and interruptions of cultural 

hegemonies—for instance, through the reconfiguration of hierarchies based on 

practitioner experience and skill (chapters two and three). Additionally, I explore how 

practitioners understand the narrative of slave resistance that is central to the history of 

capoeira, how practitioners’ bodies function as an archive of historic memory, and how 

they make meaning of this history within their own lives (chapters two and three). Given 

the art form’s colonial history, I consider whether capoeira has the potential to teach anti-

oppression practices and to serve as a locus of coalition building across multiple lines of 

difference (chapter four). As I started exploring these lines of inquiry, I began to consider 

the ways in which capoeira might help rhetorical scholars conceive of the intersections 

between rhetoric and performance, and how the practice—a form of communication 

rendered tangible through bodily gestures and the bodies that perform them—might 

elucidate a bodily rhetoric, one rooted in materiality, physical connection, and lived 

experience (chapter five). To think through these queries, though, I needed to first 

consider the body’s relationship to the field of rhetorical studies. 
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Rhetoric Reclaims the Body 
 

Rhetoric’s relationship to the body has a long and complicated history, beginning 

with Plato’s early denial of the body in works like Phaedrus and Gorgias. Through the 

words of Socrates, Plato consistently pits the passions and emotions—experienced in and 

through the body—against reason, the faculty of the mind. Reason and emotion exist in 

diametrical opposition within these works, with the mind’s ability to reason constantly 

being called upon to regulate, control, and guard against the body’s indulgence in 

emotional and bodily excess. For Plato, the pleasures of the body corrupt and distort the 

soul, leading it away from Truth and genuine knowledge; these ideas become apparent 

through his portrayal of Socrates in Phaedrus and Gorgias. Susan Bordo confirms this 

point, noting that “Plato imagines the body as an epistemological deceiver, its unreliable 

senses and volatile passions continually tricking us into mistaking the transient and 

illusory for the permanent and the real” (3). It is in the early works of Plato that the 

dominant histories of rhetoric take shape and take hold. Although Plato continually 

portrayed rhetoric as the knack to philosophy’s expertise (techne)—since the mind alone 

can lead philosophers toward Truth, and rhetoric, akin to trickery, masks the truth by 

deceiving the passions and emotions—the production of knowledge became intertwined 

with what the mind could conceive and corroborate. 

René Descartes, who in A Discourse on Method claims to affirm the ascendancy 

of the mind over the body, further buttresses Plato’s early separations of the mind and 

body. Claiming to be curious to find a form of knowledge that cannot be disputed, 

Descartes developed a four-step method for arriving at unquestionable truths. Descartes’ 



26 
 

method is linear, sequential, and rational; he is convinced that framing thoughts in this 

logical order will lead to the acquisition of certainty. Further, Descartes, like Plato, avers 

that our senses deceive us and encumber our search for truth. For example, in Part Four 

of his discourse, Descartes engages in a doubting game of sorts—he wants to disprove 

anything that he can think away with his mind for lack of proof. But this doubt leads him 

to realize that his thought—the act of thinking—proves his existence; hence, I think, 

therefore I am. He goes on to observe that he cannot prove beyond a doubt that he has a 

body: “I was a substance whose whole essence or nature consists only in thinking, and 

which, that it may exist, has no need of place, nor is dependent on any material thing . . . 

the mind by which I am what I am, is wholly distinct from the body” (Discourse 30). For 

Descartes, the mind determines existence and what is knowable, while the body is merely 

a shell, subject to the influence of sensory experiences that cloud objectivity (Meditations 

95, 146). 

 But what has been Descartes’ legacy? How has his method influenced Western 

thought? Bordo notes that, like Plato, Descartes viewed the body as a limiting factor in 

locating knowledge because it “fixes the knower in time and space and therefore situates 

and relativizes perception and thought”; thus, the body “requires transcendence if one is 

to achieve the view from nowhere, the God’s-eye view” (227). Because the body is 

capable of changing locations and perceptional points-of-view, it cannot assume the 

objective “view from nowhere”; it is therefore antithetical to Descartes’ goal of finding 

indisputable, fixed, and impartial claims to knowledge. Further, Allison Jaggar and Susan 

Bordo trace the assumptions upon which Descartes’ method is built: a reality unmediated 
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by human experience exists and is knowable; humans possess the capacity to access this 

reality; the acquisition of knowledge is undertaken by individuals, not groups; the 

primary tool for knowing this reality is reason; reason and sensation have the potential to 

be universally developed within all humans; and knowledge can be built from concrete 

and undoubted assertions (3). Jaggar and Bordo claim that these premises “are 

accompanied by characteristically dualist ontologies that sharply separate the universal 

from the particular, culture from nature, mind from body, and reason from emotion” (3). 

From Descartes, we inherit a path to knowledge that is universalist, generalizable, 

rational, truth-seeking, individualistic, foundationalist, and antithetical to experience. The 

universalist nature of this method means that any attempts to account for subjective 

understanding—ways of knowing informed by race, class, gender, sexuality, physical 

ability, and so forth—are suppressed. 

The Elocution Movement of the 18th century, which formalized the study and 

practice of the fifth canon of delivery, positioned the body for a revival in rhetorical 

studies, but the body and its role in communication continued to be read and understood 

in problematic ways. While critics of the elocutionists charge that they taught superficial 

imitation and prescribed dubious interpretations of emotion instead of encouraging 

invention, others have viewed their contributions as rhetorically situated schema that 

should be considered in a specific social and historical context (Harrington 68). Sloane 

notes that, despite its limitations, the Elocution Movement of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries positively impacted the study of rhetoric. Acknowledging that 

“works on elocution tended to divorce form from content” while functioning to 
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disseminate and reproduce dominant standards of taste, Sloane claims that the Elocution 

Movement helped make the acquisition of literacy possible for the uneducated class 

(230). Additionally, elocutionists repositioned speech as a central site of rhetorical study 

in an era when writing was the prevailing concern (229-31). Thus, even though the 

Elocution Movement made room for the body in the study of rhetoric, perhaps its greatest 

drawback was that it did so under restricted conditions by instructing would-be rhetors to 

restrain and discipline the body through the performance of prearranged gestures and 

movements. 

Presenting capoeira as a site of rhetorical study poses a challenge to the 

Eurocentric focus of rhetoric, especially since so much of the research that has been 

produced on the body is limited to classical, Eurocentric contexts. Since the publication 

of Jack Selzer and Sharon Crowley’s edited collection Rhetorical Bodies in 1999, which 

lends credence to the fact that the construction of ideologies and their effects on physical 

bodies are steeped in persuasion, scholars of rhetoric and composition have published 

numerous works that attempt to “reclaim the body” for the field (Dolmage “Metis” 5). 

For example, Debra Hawhee’s Bodily Arts: Rhetoric and Athletics in Ancient Greece, 

published in 2004, proves that in ancient Athens, the cultivation of arête, or virtue, within 

Athenian men was just as much a bodily pursuit as it was a philosophical one—that is, 

Hawhee demonstrates that athletic training in the gymnasium was a crucial component in 

the cultivation of citizen orators. Hawhee’s work considers rhetoric and athletics as 

complementary practices that “came together as arts of training and performance to help 

foster a generalized situational bodily knowledge mediated by mētis and kairos” (191). 
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Taken together, these arts worked in conjunction to form the model citizen subject in 

Ancient Greece since, as Hawhee points out, the ancients believed that corporeal health 

had to be attended to before the mind could be capable of philosophical inquiry. theorizes 

what she terms “athletic notions” of classical concepts like agonism and kairos to 

complicate contemporary rhetorical theory. For example, she argues that athletic agonism 

is as much about “gathering” and “coming together” as it is about an aggressive struggle 

to win or persuade; such “gathering” was important because it produced arête, not the act 

of winning itself (16). And while rhetorical kairos is rational—a rhetor rhetorically 

analyzes a situation and then responds at the right moment using the strategies most 

suited to audience and purpose—athletic kairos demands that a person learn to “notice 

and respond with both mind and body” (68; 71). As Hawhee’s work illustrates, the 

gymnasium served as a site of civic learning and bodily engagement where rhetoric and 

athletics joined to develop the habits (like arête) considered to be necessary for civic 

participation. Thus Hawhee’s work, which she says attempts to disrupt the “Myth of the 

Mind,” proves that rhetoric brought together both mind and body in early Greece and 

offers a revised history of rhetoric that is more inclusive of the body’s place in that 

history.  

Working along similar lines of investigation in the classical period, Jay 

Dolmage’s work in “‘Breathe Upon Us an Even Flame’: Hephaestus, History, and the 

Body of Rhetoric” uses the myth of Hephaestus (a Greek god whose physical differences 

enabled him to develop cunning ways of maneuvering in the world) as a “challenge to 

stories of rhetorical theory that reinscribe normative ideas about rhetorical facility and 
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about which bodies matter”; he asserts that mêtis (rhetorical cunning) helps us to see the 

body as rhetorical and to challenge a rhetoric that separates the body from the mind 

(“Breathe” 119; 136). In a later article, “Metis, Mêtis, Mestiza, Medusa: Rhetorical 

Bodies across Rhetorical Traditions,” Dolmage argues that the history of rhetoric is a 

disembodied history—that it “denounces the body, overlooks its phenomenological and 

persuasive importance, and lifts discourse from its corporeal hinges” (“Mestis” 1). 

Dolmage cites the myths of Metis and Medusa, and he uses the concepts of mêtis 

(cunning or “embodied intelligence”) and mestizaje (“doubleness and divergence”) as a 

means of tracing a history of rhetoric that acknowledges—and sees as relevant—bodily 

experience in the production of knowledge (“Metis” 5, 19). Following Gloria Anzaldúa’s 

work on mestiza consciousness in Borderlands/La Frontera, Dolmage asserts that lived 

experience and embodied ways of knowing (like cunning) are equally valid forms of 

persuasion as are the objective rationality typically associated with the mind’s pursuits. 

Through this work, then, Dolmage facilitates a point of inquiry for scholars of rhetoric 

into epistemologies that possess mêtis-tic qualities—those epistemologies that 

acknowledge the value of embodied ways of knowing and also that “counter the 

discursive disfigurement of corporeal Otherness” (“Metis” 14). Dolmage asserts that 

“such rhetoric invites a remythologization of history, a mêtis historiography” that 

challenges the marginalization of physical bodies—especially Othered bodies—in the 

history of rhetoric and makes claims to the relevance of embodied intelligence as a valid 

form of persuasion (“Metis” 22).  While I consider Dolmage’s work laudable for 

challenging a history of rhetoric that overlooks the significance of the body in rhetoric’s 
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history, I want to complicate his move to align a fictitious Greek mythology with the real-

life violence, miscegenation, and oppression experienced by Chicano/as—the theoretical 

basis for mestiza consciousness. When Dolmage places classical concepts of mêtis 

alongside Anzaldúa’s concept of mestizaje, the latter becomes a pawn to his classical 

rhetoric’s king. But even more problematic is that Dolmage correlates the fictive world of 

mythology to the lived subjugation that Anzaldúa and other Chicano/as experience daily. 

I would be quick to bet that Metis and Medusa never experienced racism, linguistic 

terrorism, or forced removal from their imaginary homeland.  

In Rhetorical Action in Ancient Athens, James Fredal further explores the 

relationship between rhetoric and performance and critiques contemporary studies of 

rhetoric that limit it to text-based theories and representations. According to Fredal, 

performance—through speech and through the spectacle of male display—preceded any 

textual renderings of rhetoric in Ancient Athens; rhetoric was thus performative before it 

was textual. In other words, practices informed classical theories of rhetoric. Fredal 

argues that attention to the body, to the individual, to material difference, to the spaces in 

which performances took place make us as rhetorical scholars better aware of the 

exclusionary nature of rhetoric in Ancient Greece—help us understand who was left out 

and why. Fredal’s concept of rhetorical action, which suggests “the functional role played 

by action…as a motive for rhetorical address and [which refers] to those actions or those 

elements of action…that rely upon symbolic means to achieve their effects” provides a 

starting point for thinking about the connections between rhetoric and performance (25). 

This term, as Fredal notes, enables scholars of rhetoric to emphasize the physical and 
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bodily dimensions of action and enables us to view the body as a central concern of 

rhetorical studies (25).  

 The intersections between rhetoric and performance aren’t found only in speech 

communications but also in sports and games. As Barry Brummett discusses in his 

introduction to Sporting Rhetoric: Performance, Games, and Politics, sport and games 

possess rhetorical dimensions because they serve as important sites of enculturation. 

Sport and games have the capacity to “influence the social and political attitudes held by 

the public”; they form group associations and divisions as well as individual opinions and 

self-perceptions (11). Athletes and gamers are performers who adapt the manners, dress, 

and postures common within their given sport and who carry out “socially defined roles, 

[and] play to audiences” (11). The performative functions of sport and games, writes 

Brummett, is what makes them rhetorical: The social and symbolic codes and behaviors 

that participants display both communicate group membership and set the standard for 

what is acceptable—what is “normal” (11). For example, a game of capoeira is played 

within a circle, or roda, with musical accompaniment. The rhythm and cadence of the 

music determines the speed and style of the game that capoeiristas play in that given 

moment: The Angola rhythm indicates a more ritualized and slow game played closer to 

the ground, full of trickery and cunning; the Regional rhythm signals a game that is 

swifter, more combative, and played upright; and the São Bento Grande de Angola 

rhythm calls for a contemporary style that includes acrobatics. Players of capoeira adapt 

the styles of dress specific to the art form—white clothes and belts or capoeira street 

pants and t-shirts, which come in an array of colors. Capoeira clothes usually bear a logo 
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of the student’s home school or a capoeira emblem, marking them as clothes meant for 

capoeira training. Capoeiristas adapt performative gestures specific to the capoeira game, 

moving their hands, feet, and bodies in ways particular to a given movement and wearing 

lively facial expressions that cunningly mask their next offensive. Within capoeira 

circles, these performative gestures all have specific meanings that are readily understood 

by members of the group, in effect helping to create group affinity.  

 In her recent book, Moving Bodies: Kenneth Burke at the Edges of Language, 

Hawhee calls attention to the transdisciplinary nature of scholarship on the body, noting 

that “When we talk about bodies…we talk about sensation, touch, texture, affect, 

materiality, performativity, movement, gesture, habits, entrainment, biology, physiology, 

rhythm, and performance” (5). This project studies the body from a transdisciplinary 

perspective that is informed by scholarship in rhetoric and composition, performance 

studies, women’s studies, and critical race studies. I explore capoeira as a practice in 

which physical movements, gestures, and facial expressions drive communicative 

performances between two or more practitioners, to locate intersections between rhetoric, 

performance, and the body and to understand the value of performance in contemporary 

rhetoric and composition scholarship. Although the relationship between rhetoric and 

performance traces back to classical Greece, these connections are often blurred in 

present-day scholarship. When these connections are brought to the fore, as in the work 

of Hawhee, Dolmage, and Fredal, they are located within a classical, Eurocentric context. 

That these studies have been limited to classical Greece not only reifies the Eurocentric 

focus of rhetorical studies but also neglects to engage areas of study that bear direct 



34 
 

weight upon the present. In focusing my research on a non-dominant, everyday practice 

with contemporary application, my project aims to challenge the Eurocentric 

representation of embodied rhetoric and to disrupt Eurocentric versions of rhetoric that 

limit its study to classical Greece, to written texts, to disembodied forms of 

communication. 

Qualitative Research Methods between the Everyday and the Academy 
 

As someone who was a practitioner of capoeira before I entered into this project, I 

knew immediately that I would incorporate participant observations in my research 

methods. After presenting early plans for this project at the CCCC Qualitative Research 

Network in 2011, I realized that as a participant first and as a researcher second, I 

inhabited a contradictory position, one that would require me to reflect and to write from 

the liminal zone between difference and privilege. That is, I had to acknowledge both the 

privileged place of my academic research and the less-privileged space of my everyday 

practice and, more importantly, to implicate myself in these two, seemingly divergent 

arenas. In one sense, I enter this project like all other researchers doing participant 

observations: I must be attentive to the ethics of representation, to the challenges that 

come with writing about others, and to the politics of (ostensibly neutral) interpretation. 

Yet, in another sense, I enter this project unlike other researchers doing participant 

observations: My own subjectivity intersects with that of my participants—we are 

capoeiristas, camaradas (comrades)10, friends who perform, fight, sing, play, dance, and 

sweat together—and I recognize that my interpretations in this work are not without some 

                                                
10 The term camarada, which means “friend” or “comrade,” is common within capoeira songs and 
discourses. Capoeiristas often refer to each other as camaradas. 
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level of bias. Also recognizing that “contradictions litter all narrative forms,” I do not 

pretend to present singular or final interpretations here, and I do not pretend that my 

research lacks neutrality (Fine 75). I welcome the ambiguity. 

Instead, I find myself constantly “working the hyphen” of qualitative research 

(Fine 70). Michelle Fine has rightly contended that the exchanges between social science 

researchers and their participants exemplify large-scale exchanges between “Self and 

Other” that rarely flow within the discourses of qualitative research. These occlusions 

thus serve to reposition researchers in a place of authority, to fortify the gap between 

researcher and participant, and to neatly cover any difference or inconsistency that may 

exist “at the hyphen” (72). Fine encourages qualitative researchers to “work the hyphen” 

of qualitative research in order to realize an ethics of social equality and to defend against 

Othering:   

By working the hyphen, I mean to suggest that researchers probe how we are in 

relation with the contexts we study and with our informants, understanding that 

we are multiple in all those relations. I mean to invite researchers to see how these 

“relationships between” get us “better” data, limit what we feel free to say, 

expand our minds and constrict our mouths, engage us in intimacy and seduce us 

into complicity, make us quick to interpret and hesitant to write. Working the 

hyphen means creating occasions for researchers and informants to discuss what 

is, and is not, “happening between,” within the negotiated relations of whose story 

is being told, why, to whom, with what interpretation, and whose story is being 

shadowed, why, for whom, and with what consequence. (72) 
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By erasing one’s own identity, interests, subjectivity, and agenda—and failing to 

acknowledge how these factors come into play in the interpretive process—a qualitative 

researcher falls into the trap of disjunction, denying her implication in the hyphen (74). 

Transparency, disclosure, collaboration, reflection, and reciprocity thus become 

important tactics for ameliorating the power differentials that are often reproduced in 

qualitative research.   

 I have made every effort to resist separation between my Self-as-Researcher and 

Self-as-Participant because I too understand the colonial legacy of qualitative research. 

While my Self-as-Participant has made me (I hope) a more empathetic listener, I 

acknowledge that my Self-as-Researcher falls victim to the tendency to impose academic 

interpretations that may be out of sync with other participants’ interpretations and 

viewpoints. For that reason, and to ensure that I maintain an ethics that accurately 

represents participants and that honors their agency, I have engaged participants in the 

research process, asked them to check the accuracy of my interview transcripts and 

written representations, respected their “rights to co-interpretation,” and solicited their 

feedback on my chapters (Newkirk 13-14; Kirsch and Mortensen xxv).  

In addition to participating in and observing a local capoeira classes 2-3 times a 

week for a year, I conducted open-ended interviews with five local capoeira practitioners 

who trained at my research site. Research participants included Fada (Fairy),11 a 38 year-

old female of Italian, Mexican, and Ukranian ancestry, who works as a histotechnologist 

                                                
11 I refer to all interview participants by their capoeira nickname, or apelido. I do so as a performative 
gesture to honor a widely held tradition within capoeira circles, where many people are known exclusively 
by their nickname. 
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and who has been practicing capoeira since 1997; Besouro (Beetle), a 39 year-old 

African-American male who works as an information technology specialist and who has 

been practicing capoeira for thirteen years; Macura,12 a 33 year-old female of Mexican, 

Dutch, Native American, and Irish lineages with fifteen years of capoeira experience and 

who is a hairstylist, business owner, and capoeira instrutora (instructor); Contramestre 

Dondi Enxu (Beehive), a 55 year-old male who names himself as a Black Indian, who 

has been teaching capoeira since 1996, and who works as a professional landscaper; and 

Gata (Cat), a 37 year-old female who self-identifies as half Pueblo Indian and half 

German, who has been practicing capoeira for three years, and who works as a 

professional dancer. Although I gave participants the choice of conducting the interview 

at their house or mine, all participants chose to come to my house to complete the 

interview. Holding the interviews at my home allowed me to cook a meal for each of my 

participants, and each interview session ended with us sharing a home-cooked meal and a 

glass of wine or a beer. Three of my participants even brought their families to the 

interview session, and our families occupied themselves with other activities while we 

hid out in my office talking, sometimes for hours. Like most graduate students 

conducting field research, I had little monetary support for my project, and cooking for 

participants was my way of thanking them for their time. Like Amanda Wray, who writes 

about the value of cooking for her research participants, I see cooking as a feminist 

practice that elucidates the laid back atmosphere of the interviews, serves as a sign of 
                                                
12 No one in the group, not even Macura herself, seemed to know what her apelido means. She said that 
when Mestre Calango nicknamed her, he told her it was a “large chicken-eating rodent” from Brazil. I 
asked several native-Portuguese speakers from Brazil, but they had never heard of the word. Macura 
conjectured in her interview that because Mestre Calango grew up in the rural jungles near Recife, it was a 
creature indigenous to that area. 
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reciprocity, and symbolizes the entering into and sharing relatively intimate spaces (28-

29). 

Conducting research with human subjects meant that I was required to complete 

human subjects training and to gain approval from the University of Arizona’s 

Institutional Review Board. The review process required that I obtain consent forms from 

all of my research participants. My consent forms provided participants with the options 

of anonymity or full disclosure, and all participants chose not to remain anonymous in 

my study. At the same time, all participants preferred that I use their capoeira apelido, or 

nickname, in referring to them.13  The fact that all participants chose full disclosure over 

anonymity underscores their willingness to talk openly and candidly about their 

experiences in capoeira. It also, I suspect, highlights participants’ support for the project 

and enthusiasm for the practice of capoeira.  

I have been practicing capoeira for over eight years and continuously during my 

time in Arizona, and I have formed friendships with many other practitioners. Thus my 

primary method of selecting interview participants was to ask those people whom I’ve 

come to know in the local capoeira community. That is, I did not select a random sample 

of participants. Instead, I selected people who were regularly attending classes at the time 

I was interviewing and who had a variety of time, experience, and expertise in capoeira. 

Admittedly, this may not have been the most effective approach to selecting participants, 

                                                
13 A capoeiristas is given an apelido, or nickname, as a marker that characterizes their individual capoeira 
style. A capoeirista can be given an apelido at any point of their capoeira practice, and they are commonly 
bestowed by the capoeirista’s teacher or by an elder capoeirista. For example, my apelido is Coehla, or 
Rabbit, because I have the habit of hopping unnecessarily when performing movements. Whereas most 
capoeiristas receive their apelido during the early years of training, my teacher, Contramestre Dondi, gave 
me this nickname almost six years after I started capoeira.  
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since it resulted in a lack of diversity in terms of age, gender, and sexual preference 

among research participants. For example, five out of six of my interview participants 

were in their thirties (Fada, Macura, Gata, Besouro, and Calango Verde) and all identified 

as heterosexual male or female. While participants were diverse in terms of race (African 

American, Latino/a mixed race, American Indian mixed race, and Caucasian mixed race), 

class, and profession (Histotechnologist, Salon Owner and Stylist, Professional Dancer, 

Information Technology Specialist, and Landscaper), all but one of them (Gata) had been 

doing capoeira off and on since the 1990s. Even though five of my participants had over 

a decade of capoeira training, their abilities and “levels” within the art form ranged 

significantly. For example, one of my participants was at a beginning level, two of my 

research participants were at an intermediate level, and two were more advanced, and 

another was a Contra Mestre (one level below “master”). However, these “levels,” 

determined by years of experience and skill level and indicated by the color of their 

cordão (belt)14, can be somewhat deceiving. Gata, the person who had been doing 

capoeira the least number of years, is quite skilled at capoeira movements, even though 

her green cordão labels her a beginner.  

Interviews were structured in an open-ended manner, around a set of topics that 

ranged from the history of the art form to practitioners’ relationship to and understanding 

of their own practice. Each interview began by me asking the participant to introduce 

her/himself and to self-identify in terms of gender, race, class, education, nationality or 

                                                
14 For example, in my capoeira group, the green cordão is the first, beginning level, while the yellow 
signals intermediate and the blue signals more advanced. The white cordão signals Mestre, or master. Thus 
hierarchies are established, and sometimes challenged, through these cordões (see chapter three). 
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any other markers of identity they deemed noteworthy. I then asked participants to 

describe their involvement with capoeira (level of involvement, length of time involved, 

and capacity of involvement). I used participants’ responses to questions to gauge where 

to go next with the conversation. Often, participants’ descriptions of their involvement 

with capoeira were quite detailed and lengthy, pointing to clear directions for where the 

conversation could head next. For example, Contramestre Dondi’s description of his 

involvement with capoeira traversed three, single-spaced pages of interview transcript 

and led me to follow up with a clarifying question (What was the initial appeal of 

capoeira?). He then directed the conversation toward the history of the art form, which 

was one of the topics that I intended to address in my interview. In this way, interviews 

were structured informally and were conducted in an open-ended manner.  

Two theoretical frames colored my interview approach. Because of my 

preexisting relationships with research participants, I adapted a friendly style of 

interviewing informed by feminist methodology. In her article on friendly style 

interviews, Nonie Harris writes that “a friendly relationship implies shared experiences, 

understandings, and sympathies” (Harris). Speaking of her own experiences interviewing 

friends, Harris observes that the “levels of intimacy” between researcher and participant 

yields different types of interviews and results; less intimate friendships resulted in more 

opportunities for “mutual discovery” (Harris). Along parallel lines, feminist researcher 

Marjorie DeVault has traced key characteristics of feminist interview methods, noting 

that despite not having a unitary example or procedure, a feminist approach emphasizes 

the centrality of lived experiences and provides opportunities for researcher and 
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participant to work in partnership to piece together topics and to think through responses 

to complex inquiries (“Talking and Listening” 100-01). In other words, “the researcher is 

actively involved with the respondents,” effecting an atmosphere of collaboration and 

reciprocity that may require researchers to move beyond fixed disciplinary boundaries 

(“Talking and Listening” 100). Feminist researcher Angela McRobbie has advocated for 

researchers to divulge shared personal experiences with participants, indicating that they 

may result in more fruitful dialogues (50; see also Harris). DeVault describes this as 

“personal listening,” an approach that enables feminist researchers to “use personal 

experience as a resource for listening”; under this model, listening is a process that 

requires researchers to be attentive and responsive to the ways in which their identities 

intersect and diverge with their participants (“Talking and Listening” 104-05). Personal 

listening was a useful strategy in my interviews since I shared with my interview 

respondents the experience of capoeira and was able to uncover, through the interview 

process, additional points of intersection and difference that required me to listen more 

carefully. For example, two of my interview participants (Macura and Gata) became 

visibly emotional in describing the meaning and impact capoeira has had in their lives. 

They both responded by apologizing for their tears and self-correcting the affective 

response. As someone who has shared these emotional responses to capoeira (I have been 

prone to tearing up even as I write this dissertation), I was able to turn to my own 

experiences as a capoeirista—as a person who understands the deep personal reactions its 

practice can elicit—as I listened to them. That is, I understood their tears not as indicative 

of pain or sadness but as a testament to the various ways capoeira has positively impacted 
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their lives—transformation can be painful. At the same time, I understood that we have 

each been impacted by capoeira differently, in unique ways that inform our individual 

practice and understanding. 

While personal listening can be useful in facilitating concord between researcher 

and participant, it also pushes the interviewer to mind ethics of representation, 

particularly in relation to how the participant communicates her/his experiences and how 

the researcher chooses to present them. That is, researchers are encouraged to pay 

attention to the “‘messiness’ of everyday talk” since utterances such as fillers, verbal 

slips, and self-corrections can carry affective subtext and hidden connotations. Editing 

out these idiosyncrasies thus changes the signification of the expression, and for that 

reason, many feminist researchers have chosen to reproduce the language of their 

participants as accurately as possible (“Talking and Listening” 109). DeVault advises 

researchers to be thoughtful in their labeling and conscientious of the potential outcomes 

of representing others (“Talking and Listening” 110-11). In the excerpts of interview 

transcripts I have included in later chapters, I have attempted to recreate the language of 

my research participants even when that language might be read as “messy.” Portions of 

the interview excerpts included here may contain curse words, fillers, ungrammatical 

constructions, and so forth. For me, it was important to highlight the individual voices of 

my interview participants and to use their own words and linguistic styles of expression 

in writing about them. At times these excerpts may seem lengthy in comparison to my 

own analysis, but I wanted to ensure that I allowed room to let these voices speak 

independently. While my analysis was an inevitable part of the research process, I have 
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tried to be sensitive to my respondents’ perspectives: As previously mentioned, I invited 

participants to review and offer corrections to interview transcripts, and I provided them 

with opportunities to read and co-interpret individual chapters of this work. 

In reviewing data from interview transcripts and class notes, I looked specifically 

for themes that related to the goals of my research as outlined in my dissertation proposal. 

More specifically, I coded data according to the following themes:  historical references 

(narrative of slave resistance, descriptions of capoeira’s history, and important figures 

and events); everyday practice (classroom practice and connections between capoeira and 

the everyday); relationships between capoeiristas (community, family, and friendship); 

capoeira and/as social action (coalition and social engagement); personal reflections and 

lived experiences (self discovery and transformation through capoeira and personal 

histories and experiences); and social and cultural hierarchies (challenges and 

reproductions). Reviewing data in this way provided a broad range of perspectives and 

lines of inquiry for a subject matter that seems to know no epistemological bounds.  

I explore these themes in the following chapters in an effort to determine how 

participants understand capoeira’s history, how they relate capoeira’s history and practice 

to their own lived experiences, and what the performance of capoeira—through bodily 

movements and an embodied history—can contribute to the field of rhetoric and 

composition studies.  

Chapter two details the historical repression of capoeira in 19th century Brazil. I 

trace the communicative practices central to capoeira to reveal a tactical form of 
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rhetorical expression marked by a third-space, oppositional consciousness that 

encompasses both points of resistance and of cooperation.  

Chapter three investigates the increasing commodification of capoeira after the 

Brazilian government’s repression and leading up to the present day. As capoeira became 

increasingly popularized, it became appropriated, commodified, and, in many ways, 

depoliticized. Drawing upon interviews with practitioners, chapter three looks at how 

practitioners use capoeira to disrupt and/or reproduce cultural hegemonies in light of 

capoeira’s globalization and transformation.  

Chapter four presents textual and rhetorical analyses of participant interviews and 

practitioner performances to consider what this research suggests about the potentials that 

are represented historically and practiced contemporarily. Specifically, I explore capoeira 

as a site for anti-racist coalition building and illustrate the potential of non-dominant sites 

and practices for fostering alliances across multiple lines of difference. Informed by 

spatial theories of rhetoric, chapter four suggests that practicing capoeira interrupts the 

divisions between bodies and social space that exists outside of the capoeira classroom. 

Chapter five concludes by arguing that meaningful interactions centered on the 

body—on lived experience, on materiality and movement, on rhythm and performance, 

and on touch and texture—can provide a model of critical pedagogy that focuses on a 

relational politics. This final chapter also considers the implications of capoeira for 

classroom contexts centered on models of critical pedagogy, examining the uses of 

embodied performance to teach about anti-oppression, contested histories, and coalition 

building. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

A PARADOXICAL RHETORIC:  
TACTICAL ACTS OF REBELLION AND SEMBLANCE IN SLAVES’ PRACTICE 

OF CAPOEIRA IN NINETEENTH-CENTURY BRAZIL 
 

The nineteenth century represents a critical juncture in the history of capoeira, 

since the first written accounts of its practice appear during this time period. Further, the 

practice was ordered illegal in 1890 under the Brazilian Republic’s first Penal Code 

(Downey 58; Assunção 94). Spurred partially by Brazilian officials’ increasing paranoia 

about capoeira’s potential to unsettle power dynamics that were closely linked to race and 

nationality, the passing of this mandate represents one possible historical point of origin 

for narratives surrounding slave resistance among contemporary practitioners. Yet 

according to historian Maya Talmon-Chvaicer, who to date has written the most 

extensive exploration of capoeira during this time period, accounts that capoeira was a 

means of rebellion for slaves are tenuous at best. Much of the historical research covering 

this period has revealed numerous instances in which capoeiras15 used their fighting 

techniques on behalf of the Brazilian state (see Nestor Capoeira, Downey, Assunção, 

Holloway, Soares, and Talmon-Chvaicer). Moreover, both Talmon-Chvaicer and 

historian Matthias Röhrig Assunção have shown that efforts to stifle capoeira were 

unsuccessful not because police officials, politicians, and elites lacked adequate means to 

combat the practice, but rather because they had a vested interest in using capoeiras for 

their own gain. Despite the ambiguity surrounding policies to regulate capoeira in the 

                                                
15 Following Assunção and Talmon-Chvaicer, I use capoeira to refer both to practitioners during this 
period, since that was the common usage in historical documents, and to the actual practice. When in 
italics, the word refers to practitioners; when not italicized, the word will refer to the practice of capoeira. 
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nineteenth century, one point is certain: its practice in the urban areas of Rio de Janiero 

and Bahia helped shape, and was shaped by, the political climate of the time period 

(Assunção 87).  

 This chapter looks to these contradictions in policy and practice not with the 

purpose of clarifying the historical developments that have thus far been recorded but 

rather to offer a new way of understanding their ambiguity. Third-space theory and 

borderlands rhetorics can help account for the oppositional renderings of the art form 

during the nineteenth century. Following the work of Chicana feminists, I consider 

capoeira as an instantiation of third-space, oppositional consciousness that was created 

and that existed and developed within the borderlands encompassing Brazil and Africa. 

As I will later demonstrate, capoeiras constructed self-representations that resisted easy 

binaries, and these representations have considerable relevance within a nation that was 

just beginning to form. As postcolonial scholar Homi Bhabha has posited, third-spaces 

represent “interstitial” locations in a space/time continuum; within these locations, where 

spheres of difference are imbricated, cultural hybridities are mediated and performed. For 

Bhabha, culture does not exist within a fixed time and space as an always assimilating 

force, but instead it is something that is “negotiated” to allow for amalgamated 

perspectives, especially during moments of historical import (2-3).  

Chicana feminists hold similar views on the formation of cultural identities and 

the potential for third-space articulations of identity. For example, in her work on 

feminist zines produced by women of color, Adela C. Licona defines third space: 
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Third space can be understood as a location and/or practice. As a practice it 

reveals a differential consciousness capable of engaging creative and coalitional 

forms of opposition to the limits of dichotomous (mis)representations. As a 

location, third space has the potential to be a space of shared understanding and 

meaning-making. Through a third-space consciousness then dualities are 

transcended to reveal fertile and reproductive spaces where subjects put 

perspectives, lived experiences, and rhetorical performances into play. (105) 

Gloria Anzaldúa’s theory of mestiza consciousness illustrates the fusion of cultures that 

borderlands dwellers experience. Unlike the border—“a dividing line”—a borderland is 

“a vague and undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an unnatural 

boundary. It is in a constant state of transition” (Anzaldúa 25). Within these borderlands 

exists la mestiza, who “is a product of the transfer of the cultural and spiritual values of 

one group to another” (Anzaldúa 100). Faced with these conflicting values and 

worldviews, la mestiza has no choice but to create new identity formations that disrupt 

“rigid boundaries” (either/or models) and that instead aim for more “pluralistic” and 

“convergent” standpoints (both/and models) (Anzaldúa 101). The coming together of 

Brazilian and African influences positioned capoeiras within a third space that fostered 

the development of hybrid approaches to maneuvering within everyday life. Specifically, 

the confluence of African and Brazilian worldviews and cultural values resulted in the 

development of an oppositional consciousness among capoeiras that reveals allegiances 

to both Africa and Brazil. As Chela Sandoval contends, such a consciousness arises under 

circumstances where various forms of domination are present. Her theory proposes a 
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“topology of consciousness in opposition…for it represents the charting of psychic and 

material realties that occupy a particular cultural region” (71). Within this place, which 

she calls a cultural topography, exist vital positions that those who seek to dismantle 

systems of oppression and power can inhabit and, in so doing, challenge the dominant 

order: “These orientations can be thought of as repositories within which subjugated 

citizens can either occupy or throw off subjectivities in a process that at once enacts and 

decolonizes their various relations to their real conditions of existence” (71). As this 

chapter will later show, capoeiras who practiced within the nineteenth century dwelled 

within multiple subject positions that exhibited an oppositional consciousness similar to 

the one Sandoval theorizes.  

 Synthesizing the work of both Bhabha and Anzaldúa, postmodern geographer 

Edward Soja proposes a concept of “Thirdspace” that highlights the spatial dimension of 

human existence in order to disturb the binary that has favored representing human 

knowledge and interaction solely through historical and social lenses. Soja proposes 

instead an “ontological trialectic” that brings together spatiality, historicality, and 

sociality; this trialectic, he argues, is relevant to how we perceive and understand the 

world—how we make meaning of it and how we act in our everyday lives (70-71). Soja’s 

project pivots on his belief that humans are “intrinsically spatial beings, active 

participants in the social construction of our embracing spatialitites” (1). His definition of 

Thirdspace “as an-Other way of understanding and acting to change the spatiality of 

human life, a distinct mode of critical spatial awareness” further indicates that spatial 

domains are the precise arenas in which active participation can effect change (10).  In 
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calling attention to the importance of the spatial realm in human life, Soja makes clear 

that the places and spaces of the everyday are important sites of discovery, 

understanding, and transformation. As he writes, Thirdspace is “a space of extraordinary 

openness, a place of critical exchange….where issues of race, class, and gender can be 

addressed simultaneously without privileging one over the other,” and where radical 

recombinations are possible (5). In this sense, Soja’s theory of Thirdspace further 

elucidates its potential to reimagine and reinvent new understandings of human identity, 

experience, and relations. 

Rather than attempt to find indisputable proof of the narrative of slave resistance, 

and rather than suggest that practitioners used capoeira in blind support of their 

oppressors, this chapter suggests that capoeira in this period encompasses both points of 

resistance and of cooperation. Following Michel de Certeau’s work in The Practice of 

Everyday Life, I explore capoeira in this period as an everyday practice that exemplifies 

the tactics and strategies used by practitioners to cope within an oppressive power 

structure, and more specifically, whereby slaves (free or not) could communicate their 

dissatisfaction of the socio-political climate with their oppressors. Many of the 

conventions central to the practice of capoeira indicate that slaves did, in fact, adapt to 

the dominant order in ways that allowed them to communicate, symbolically through 

physical movements, religious practices, and song lyrics, with slave owners, state 

officials, and others who exercised power over them. As this chapter demonstrates, the 

body itself—through movement, gesture, and physical performance—functions as tactic. 
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An exploration of these conventions suggests that the art of capoeira—comprised 

of both physical and textual modes of expression—represents a tactical form of rhetorical 

expression where slaves construct self-representations through song, movement, and 

ritual while carving a space for themselves within a dominant social order. This rhetoric 

is marked by an oppositional, third-space consciousness and consists of both rebellion, 

where capoeiras use combat, force, and other forms of subversion to communicate with 

their oppressors; and semblance, where capoeiras use their common experiences, cultural 

connectedness to Africa, and desire for equality as a means of association. This radical 

form, which includes both physical and textual expression, both hidden and overt forms 

of communication, both rebellion and semblance, practiced by both free and captive 

slaves, amounts to what I term a paradoxical rhetoric that serves both as opposition and 

alliance simultaneously.  

Capoeira as an Everyday Practice 
 
 In Michel de Certeau’s influential work, he says that everyday practices 

“constitute the innumerable practices by means of which users reappropriate the space 

organized by techniques of sociocultural production” (xiv). Understanding capoeira as an 

everyday practice first requires an examination of the role of slave labor in the evolution 

of the emerging Brazilian state. In Rio de Janeiro especially, the sugar and mining 

industries, both dependent on slave labor, provided valuable commodities that helped the 

economy of the region flourish—along with the wealth of the Portuguese monarch, since 

miners were obliged to share one-fifth of their profits. (Assunção 70-71). Although 

plantations and mines existed in rural areas surrounding Rio, the city itself was home to 
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more slaves than anywhere else in the New World: “almost 80,000 slaves lived there in 

1849” (Assunção 71). More interesting, though, are the distinctions between slaves who 

lived and worked in urban areas like Rio versus those on plantations. According to 

Assunção, urban slaves were not an analogous whole: They performed various labor, 

from portering to gardening to being “slaves for hire,” and they acquired social standing 

based on the type of work they performed and based on their owner’s affluence. Urban 

slaves had a greater freedom of mobility and were not subjected to constant supervision, 

an important point because it meant that “they were exposed to a more collective type of 

social control from the dominant white society—and this was precisely the terrain where 

capoeira was to play a crucial role” (Assunção 72). This flexibility meant that urban 

slaves were provided with opportunities to experience and develop cultural practices that 

borrowed from African traditions and that were subjected to the influence of the 

dominant society. Yet, it also meant that the state had a significant role in monitoring and 

controlling cultural practices like capoeira. 

 Secondly, understanding capoeira as an everyday practice necessitates an 

overview of key developments in the transition from the Portuguese monarchy to the 

Brazilian Republic since the emergence of an independent Brazil resulted in laws and 

policies that directly affected capoeira. In 1808, the Portuguese Court fled Lisbon at the 

threat of Napoleonic invasion and resettled in Rio. Their arrival led to increased security 

within the city, namely the establishment of a Police Intendant and the Royal Police 

Guard, whose primary objective was to “maintain order” (Holloway, “Policing” 32). 

Obtaining much of his information from governmental records, historian Thomas 
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Holloway provides an overview of the political developments that had a hand in 

capoeira’s repression by the state. Some key dates and events are: 

• 1822 – Brazil attains political independence. 

• 1824 – The Constitution of 1824 officially institutes legal statutes. 

• 1827 – Brazil begins designating a justice of the peace. 

• 1830 – The Criminal Code of 1830 is proposed. 

• 1832 – The Code of Criminal Procedure is approved.  

As Holloway points out, these developments “intended to replace the arbitrary will of the 

monarch with the even-handed authority of the state” and resulted in the creation of “a 

complex police system” (Holloway, “A Healthy Terror” 641). This police system, which 

functioned as a form of social control, was central to the repression of capoeira during 

this time. From its inception, the police force was intent to curb any activities they 

deemed objectionable, from petty crimes like itinerancy and public intoxication to capital 

offenses like murder (Holloway, “Policing” 9). Although not cited explicitly in the 

criminal code of 1830, capoeira was among the many “offences against public order” that 

police officials continually worked to suppress (Assunção 74; Holloway, “Policing” 9).  

The growing number of slaves in Brazil might also have contributed to the 

increasing surveillance of capoeira during the nineteenth century. According to Talmon-

Chvaicer,  

When the Portuguese Court arrived in Rio de Janeiro in 1808, the estimated 

number of slaves in the city was around 12,000, which constituted only 20 percent 

of the total population. In less than 14 years, their number tripled, so that in 1821 
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the number of slaves exceeded 36,000 (over 45 percent of the city inhabitants). 

Their percentage continued to rise so that in 1834 over 56 percent of the city 

residents were slaves. (“Criminalization” 529)  

Talmon-Chvaicer goes on to note, “initially, capoeira was not considered a major threat 

to public peace”  (“Criminalization” 529). In 1808, when slaves constituted only 20 

percent of the population in Brazil, the threat of capoeira would not have been as 

significant as it might have been in 1834, when the number of slaves made up the 

majority of the population. While not all of these slaves would have engaged in capoeira, 

there very well could have been an increased number of participants resulting from the 

rise in population. If so, the increase in slave population could possibly correlate to an 

increase in capoeiras; with these increases, police would have felt progressively more 

threatened.  

 With the increased numbers of slaves, the rhetorical function of capoeira 

produced a focus on a criminalized subject rather than on a benign vassal. As the 

population of slaves burgeoned, so did the practice of capoeira. Consequently, it did not 

take long for authorities to view capoeira as a criminal activity that should be subject to 

legal penalty. State officials’ responses to the practice of capoeira indicate that they 

viewed it as a threat to the stability of a civil society. As a result, nefarious reports of 

capoeira appeared in local newspapers, in official correspondence among state officials, 

and in accounts by European travelers who encountered its practice. An excerpt from an 

early correspondence between a state official and a law enforcement administrator in Rio 

de Janeiro highlights this trend: “…the black Capoeiras in this city, especially in Dereita 
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Street, commit disturbances of the peace and throw rocks during their games that are held 

in various places. Your highness is required to arrange for security escorts…so that they 

can arrest all those who participate in the games” (qtd. in Talmon-Chvaicer 10). 

Additional communications called for practitioners to be disciplined openly and without 

hesitation; they noted a rise in public disorder among slaves; and they requested 

additional watchmen to help quell terrorization (Talmon-Chvaicer 12-13). In sum, these 

mounting fears simulate a “moral panic”: 

When the official reaction to a person, groups of persons, or series of events is out 

of all proportion to the actual threat offered, when “experts”, in the form of police 

chiefs, the judiciary, politicians and editors perceive the threat in all but identical 

terms, and appear to talk “with one voice” of rates, diagnoses, prognoses and 

solutions.…it is appropriate to speak of the beginnings of a moral panic (Hall et 

al. 16) 

Capoeiras thus became known “as a threat to societal values and interests,” and Brazilian 

police forces and other legal authorities avowed themselves as keepers of the moral code 

(qtd. in Hall et al. 16). Thus these defenders of morality took great aims to ensure that 

capoeira was closely contained and its practitioners punished. 

 Proof of capoeiras’ presence during this time exists within police records, which 

reveal a considerable number of capoeira-related arrests during the nineteenth century. In 

fact, “According to the police book, of the 4,853 arrests made in Rio de Janeiro between 

1810 and 1821, 751 were fugitive slaves, 975 committed robbery, 483 participated in 

capoeira, 453 caused public disorder, and 63 played ‘prohibited games’” (Talmon-
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Chvaicer, “Criminalization” 530). Holloway finds that of the 7,290 arrests made in Rio 

de Janeiro in 1862, 404 were capoeira-related; in 1857-1858, capoeira constituted the 

number one reason slaves were imprisoned at the calabouço16  (“A Healthy Terror” 656, 

659). The fact that capoeira is an independent category of police arrests signifies the 

extent to which it was associated with crimes like vagrancy, larceny, trespassing, and 

physical abuse. These associations are another symptom of the moral panic surrounding 

capoeira: As it becomes more culpable, it is linked to more severe offences against the 

law. More importantly, these numbers help to illustrate slaves’ overt participation in this 

art. Had the number of capoeira-related arrests been less frequent, one might assume that 

slaves were either not openly participating in this activity or that they were not seen as a 

threat to police. These numbers suggest otherwise—that capoeiras were overt in their 

practice and that they were seen as a social threat. Aside from imprisonment, 

punishments for capoeira-related arrests included lashings, forced labor, and even 

deportation.  

 Capoeiras were viewed as delinquents because of their bodily performances 

through the practice of capoeira, and it was their bodies (and bodily practices and 

performances) that were surveilled and punished by authorities. Slaves were expected to 

be submissive and to obey their owners, authorities, and the Brazilian elite. When they 

tested these boundaries, they were punished. Within a system of slavery, the slave body 

thus becomes an instrument for manual work (Foucault 24-25). In his study of the French 

penal system, Michel Foucault conceives that “systems of punishment are to be situated 

                                                
16 The calabouço was the designated jail for slaves. 
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in a certain ‘political economy’ of the body…it is always the body that is at issue—the 

body and its forces, their utility and their docility, their distribution and their submission” 

(25). In the case of capoeira, the slave body becomes the subject of concern because it is 

soon interpreted as a force—a bodily force—to be reckoned with. Slaves’ practice of 

capoeira is understood as a defiance of the social structure that commanded they be 

useful, compliant, and productive. In challenging this system by practicing capoeira at 

will, slaves combine bodily force with rhetorical function. Their bodies, read as a 

declaration of intent to cause harm, rhetorically act upon others who see them as menaces 

to society. Moreover, capoeira represents an ideological rupture to the status quo that put 

slaves in inferior class positions. Yet, this chapter will show that the validity of these 

claims of corruption are equivocal because capoeira was later used in ways that directly 

benefited the state.  

The increasing cultural diversity among the participants of capoeira may help 

explain their shifting positions as criminals and allies. Talmon-Chvaicer documents this 

diversity in her research, stating that from the mid-nineteenth century onwards, the 

number of capoeiras who were either Brazilian-born or who came from blended cultural 

origins grew significantly and more than 90 percent were slaves; less than three decades 

later, “more than 80 percent were already free” (533). This diversity among practitioners 

greatly affected the development of capoeira:  “They spoke Portuguese perfectly and 

understood the existing social order of their city. They were influenced by the encounter 

of many cultures, and they were more allegiant to their neighbors or friends at work than 

to their parents’ homeland”  (Talmon-Chvaicer “Criminalization” 534). These findings 
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indicate that the art was practiced by both free and captive slaves, two different groups 

that shared the same history of domination. Yet, these findings also suggest the 

development of a mestizaje among capoeira practitioners (Anzaldúa 100-101). Although 

many of them could trace roots back to Africa, they were heavily affected by Brazilian 

cultural customs and norms. Existing astride these two cultures, capoeiras cultivated 

dualistic ways of knowing, being, and identifying: Instead of alleging to one distinct set 

of cultural influences, capoeiras inhabited a third space comprised of hybrid 

perspectives. As I will later illustrate, this space provided capoeiras with the potential to 

apply the strategies of the state and to create and utilize new tactics, depending on the 

situation.  

The confluence of an increasing population of slaves (many of whom mirrored 

African and Brazilian values), a repressive police state resulting from the transfer of 

power from the monarch to the police system, and the mobility of slaves in their working 

lives thus sets the stage for the development of—and increasing restraints placed upon—

capoeira. In short, the relocation of the Portuguese court to Rio resulted in significant 

changes to the “techniques of sociocultural production” and control in the city (De 

Certeau xiv). These changes impacted how officials and elites understood the practice of 

capoeira and how they presented it in historical records, as well as how capoeira evolved 

as a practice. The increasing presence and opposition of state officials meant that 

capoeira could not simply be understood as “merely the obscure background of social 

activity” because it was already viewed as a blatant challenge to governmental control 

(De Certeau xi). As De Certeau points out, studies of representation and behavior 
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necessitate an exploration of the uses to which these representations are put by groups or 

individuals—what the consumer “makes” or “does” during a time when behavior is 

connected to societal representation. In relation to capoeira, this means looking to what 

happened as a result of increasing efforts to repress its practice. Laws were created to 

curb “unacceptable” forms of behavior; the capoeiras, whose practices were considered 

maligned with social codes of conduct, were thus represented as criminals and thugs. Yet 

in this representation lies a secondary production—a poeisis, to use De Certeau’s term—

that “does not manifest itself through its own products, but rather through its ways of 

using the products imposed by a dominant economic order” (xii-xiii). What, then, did 

capoeiras use their practice for? 

Capoeira Tactics as Responses to Brazilian Nationalist Strategies 
 

Existing historical evidence suggests that the practice of capoeira in the 

nineteenth century represented the tactics employed by practitioners to respond to 

Brazilian nationalist strategies. For De Certeau, the everyday represents tactical sites of 

resistance; he says that small acts of undoing in the everyday get marginalized peoples to 

places where they develop their voices and strength. Thus the everyday becomes a 

microcosm—a space of possibility that reflects, and has the potential to effect change 

upon, the structures of power that operate within the macro. To elucidate this claim, De 

Certeau offers the concepts of strategy and tactic—concepts central to understanding 

how power is assigned and how people, through everyday practices, come to challenge 

that power. A strategy, according to De Certeau, is that which is “proper,” ordered, and 

stratified; it is the locus of power made visible through codified practice, such as the in 
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the mapping of a city or the assigning of prescriptions to a particular discourse. A tactic, 

on the other hand, assumes the “space of the other”—it is the calculated action 

determined by the strategy with which it is in conversation. Following Ralph Cintron’s 

work in Angel’s Town: Chero Ways, Gang Life, and Rhetorics of the Everyday, a tactic 

might be understood as an appropriation of a strategy for purposes other than what the 

strategy is meant, as in when Cintron discusses gang members’ use of graffiti to “claim 

ownership” of city spaces. Gang members, like members of the Almighty Latin King 

Nation, claim such ownership by appropriating images of royalty, taking as their primary 

gang symbol the crown and using terms like “King” and “Queen” to identify members of 

their group. Though these terms and symbols were originally intended to assert the power 

of those who bore these titles and markers of prestige, gang members—through tactical 

resistance of these original meanings—appropriate them, give them new meaning 

(Cintron 181-85). A tactic, then, differs from ordering (as in a map) or strict codification 

(as in the assigning of prescriptions to a discourse); it is instead a symbolic inhabitation 

of the spaces that a map cannot represent in all of its two dimensions (e.g., a tour of the 

city), an undoing of the “proper” (e.g., the challenging of strict formulas of academic 

discourse by composition scholars). Yet in order for a tactic to effect change upon an 

institution of power, that institution of power must already be in place; thus strategies 

inform the use of tactics and vice versa, resulting in a dialectical relationship between the 

two terms. A tactic, then, is an appropriation, a rearticulation, a reimagining of a 

strategy; these terms are a relational and even paradoxical (De Certeau xvii-xxii). 
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 Just as Cintron’s gang members inflected symbols of royalty with new meanings 

and put them to new applications, nineteenth-century capoeiras found ways to reimagine 

the new order—laws, surveillance, institutional structures, representations—being 

imposed upon them. For example, historical documents indicate that capoeiras 

participated in political events, though their participation is almost always wrought with 

uncertainty because they were working on behalf of authorities whose laws sought to 

suppress their practice. Nestor Capoeira, a noted capoeira mestre,17 has authored a trilogy 

on the history, practice, and philosophy of the art form of capoeira, and summarizes 

capoeiras’ political involvement. In Roots of the Dance-Fight Game, he notes that 

capoeiras helped the Brazilian military squelch the rebellion of Irish and German armed 

forces, who in 1828 dissented on account of unfair living and working conditions (Nestor 

Capoeira 149; Assunção 79). Ironically, the capoeiras were led by one of their most 

outspoken critics, Major Vidigal, who himself had ordered the lashings of many 

capoeiras who were caught engaging in the practice. J.M. Pereia describes the fight 

between the rebels and the capoeiras as follows:  

The mercenaries were attacked by groups of blacks called capoeiristas who 

engaged in mortal combat with them. Although the mercenaries were armed with 

rifles, they were unable to resist successfully. And under the strokes of clubs, 

rocks, and by the strength of muscles, the foreigners fell on the streets and public 

squares, a great number wounded and many dead. (qtd. in Nestor Capoeira 149) 

                                                
17 Mestre/mestra, or teacher, is a contemporary term used to address capoeira practitioners who have 
achieved the highest level of progression in the art form. 
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Assunção asserts that even though capoeira is not overtly cited in records of this event, it 

is probable that slaves used capoeira during the conflict. However, he warns against a 

“nationalist historiography” that assumes capoeiras were fighting in support of 

oppressive Brazilian policies. Rather, he claims that slaves’ “prime motivation was to 

grasp the opportunity to retaliate [their own] harassment by European soldiers” (80). The 

possibility that capoeiras participated in this revolt has several implications. First, 

considering that foreign mercenaries may have competed with capoeiras for work and 

status, their participation might suggest an attempt to reclaim power within an already 

oppressive structure of power. If they helped curb the threats of foreign soldiers, then 

perhaps they would come under less fire by Brazilian officials. At the same time, if 

successful in their fighting, they would be able to assume a status above that of their 

foreign rivals while also avenging themselves of previous mistreatment.  

 By the mid-nineteenth century, capoeiras in Rio had organized into various 

groups according to their neighborhood. In Slave Life in Rio de Janeiro, 1808-1850, 

Mary C. Karasch claims that these “brotherhoods” primarily served as safeguards of 

other slaves in the geographic area that they governed (298). A total of seven groups, 

called maltas, have been documented in historical records from this time period, which 

indicate that the maltas not only engaged in conflict with each other but also teamed up to 

combat police forces when necessary (Talmon-Chvaicer “Hidden History” 58-59). The 

development of an organizational structure within capoeira, where each malta was 

structured hierarchically with a designated leader, made them a greater threat to the state 

and evoked paranoia about their potential for violence. According to Talmon-Chvaicer, 
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“the written sources of the time increasingly refer to Capoeiras as ‘good for nothings’ and 

‘drifters’ who mocked the authorities, created disturbances, and murdered innocent 

citizens just for fun”18 (“Hidden History” 57). Yet these accounts are biased in that they 

come from police officials and newspapers, and not the capoerias themselves. Instead of 

taking as fact the accusations of brute, careless violence on the part of maltas, I support 

Holloway’s assertion that  

The activities of the [maltas] and their specific fighting technique make capoeira  

the most persistent and perhaps the most successful effort by urban Afro-

Brazilians to establish a social “space,” an area of activity that they controlled, 

used for their advantage largely on their own terms, and from which they could 

exclude outsiders. (“Policing” 225)  

In other words, the organization of maltas was a tactic used by capoeiras that allowed 

them to reclaim urban space for themselves. The reclaiming of space can be understood 

as a rhetorical act in that capoeiras communicate a message (“We assert this space as our 

own”) to an audience (police officials and other authorities whose jobs were to maintain 

order, as well as elites and other citizens who were authorized with the right to circulate 

within these spaces). Ideological assumptions about who has a right to govern within 

urban spaces are therefore interrupted, since the assumption is that this right belongs 

solely to authorities. Capoeiras, who were slaves or freedmen, lived, experienced, and 

participated in a reality that was defined by hierarchy: slave owner and slave. But they 
                                                
18 In Black Reconstruction in America 1860-1880, W.E.B. DuBois notes similar strategies at play in the 
U.S. The creation of Black codes after the Civil War forced freed slaves into labor on plantations in efforts 
to diminish their autonomy. The Black Codes in Georgia, for instance, equated unemployment with 
vagrancy and made both punishable by law which, in turn, legitimated the surveilling and policing of 
marked bodies. 
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also challenged that same paradigm through the creation of maltas that redistributed and 

localized power among slaves while excluding slave owners. Beyond this domestic order, 

there existed hierarchies within systems like the monarchy, the Royal Police Guard, the 

military, and even among the elite and lower classes. Slaves were not only at the mercy 

of their owners, they were also forced to abide by oppressive institutional mandates that 

dictated what jobs they could perform, what activities they could participate in, where 

they could go, and how much access to wealth and status they had. It makes sense that 

they would adapt the strategies of the Brazilian state because these strategies ultimately 

dictated how they could live their lives. The existence of the maltas provides one 

example of how capoeiras adapted these strategies of the state and put them to tactical 

use—that is, they created their own order that would provide them with opportunities and 

access to power. Further, this rearticulation of state strategies for new uses provides 

evidence of a surfacing oppositional, third-space consciousness among capoeiras.  

 The risk of the maltas seems to have correlated with capoeiras’ involvement in 

the War of the Triple Alliance, which took place from 1865-1870. Capoeiras’ 

participation in the war has been well documented (see Nestor Capoeira, Downey, 

Assunção, Holloway, and Talmon-Chvaicer; see also Karash and Butler). The Brazilian 

military, in need of soldiers to fight against Paraguay, recruited capoeiras in an effort to 

put an end to its practice in Brazil’s urban areas, where it continued to be viewed as a 

menace to public peace. In exchange, any enslaved capoeiras who fought in the war were 

guaranteed their freedom upon their return (Assunção 88; Talmon-Chvaicer “Hidden 

History” 61). Although Brazilian officials’ motivation to include enslaved capoeiras in 
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the war was dubious, it was the capoeiras who stood to gain from their participation. For 

example, capoeiras were commended for their involvement in the war, and stories 

surrounding their skill in battle were passed on. Capoeira was viewed in new ways that 

emphasized its military potential (Talmon-Chvaicer “Hidden History” 62). Additionally, 

because many capoeiras went to war, the structure of the maltas changed significantly 

upon their return. The seven maltas that existed before the war were now consolidated 

into two primary groups, the Nagoas and Guaiamus, whose arrangement seemed to 

mirror the military system (Assunção 90). Plácido Abreu, a capoeira at this time, 

described this organization: “the parties [gangs] are organized with a chief, adjutant, 

sergeants and rank and file soldiers” (qtd. in Assunção 90). Capoeiras’ participation in 

the war, combined with the continued development of hierarchies within the maltas, 

further illustrates their use of tactics to acquire authority. Regarding the Paraguayan war, 

capoeiras invested in a military system that was controlled by a harsh state apparatus; 

when they returned from war, they applied the strategies they learned at war, such as 

knowledge of the military structure, to their own practices.  

Owing to their emerging roles as war heroes and martial artists, capoeiras secured 

new positions within the political sphere. For example, many capoeiras were hired by 

politicians during political elections, where they could use their strength and reputations 

to coerce voters and affect the outcome of elections (Assunção 92-93). Assunção cites the 

malta Flor da Gente as one example to illustrate the role that capoeiras played in 

elections. Conservative party candidate Luís Joaquim Duque-Estrada Teixeira infamously 

employed capoeiras from the Flor da Gente in 1872: “On the day of the election, 
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members of the capoeira gang registered under false names and provoked Liberal voters. 

In the ensuing conflict, some prominent citizens got sliced up by the razor of Augusto 

César de Lima, the malta leader” (93). Thus capoeiras could manipulate voters through 

intimidation and even through physical violence. They undoubtedly helped to determine 

the outcomes of political elections, and their influence was widely criticized. But C. E. 

Soares contends that these maltas had their own interests and motives in mind when 

participating in elections. Further, their participation had positive effects for capoeiras, 

including freedoms, privileges, and access to authority (Assunção 93). Here again, we see 

capoeiras infiltrating spaces of dominance to rearticulate their role within society. 

Although many capoeiras could not vote themselves, they seized the opportunity to 

influence the political scene in ways that could prove beneficial for them. Namely, they 

received safeguards from the politicians for whom they worked (Assunção 93). If 

elections are strategies created by those in power to gain and maintain political control, 

then capoeiras, realizing this purpose, used these elections to their own advantage—

including to obtain political protection, authority, and increased independence. 

 Capoeiras’ participation in the mercenary revolt of 1828, the Paraguayan war, 

and political elections could easily lead to the conclusion that the narrative of slave 

resistance bears little historical weight. However, most contemporary historians agree 

that this involvement was not motivated by unsighted ignorance. Similarly, I argue that 

these events, combined with the formation of maltas in Rio, suggest a covert form of 

tactical engagement that, existing under the radar, will not be found in dominant 

historical accounts written during this period. I maintain that capoeiras adapted the 
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strategies imposed upon them and spun them in new ways that enabled them rights and 

privileges they would not have otherwise had, such as political influence and increased 

autonomy. Because dominant historical accounts do tell us that capoeiras intermittently 

colluded with and also induced panic among the elite class, we know that they were 

successful at least in disrupting the social order of the day. In this way, they asserted 

themselves as a force to be reckoned with. Although there seem to be discrepancies 

between the treatment of capoeiras by authorities and the strategic and tactical alliances 

that they forged, I understand these shifts to represent the ways in which power is a 

strategy that is “exercised not possessed” (Foucault 25). The political relations between 

capoeiras and state officials provide proof that power is not static but operates within a 

system that is “constantly in tension” (Foucault 26). In nineteenth-century Brazil, 

capoeira serves as a mechanism in which practitioners of the art form, primarily slaves, 

acquire and exercise power. Paradoxically, it provides a means through which power 

could be enacted upon practitioners via the implementation of laws seeking to end its 

practice. 

 Similarly, recent scholarship within the field of rhetoric illustrates tactical 

reappropriations of strategies that enable marginalized and criminalized populations to 

gain access to influence. For example, when rhetorical scholar Ralph Cintron embarked 

on a study of the everyday rhetorics used by gang members in a mid-size Illinois city in 

the mid ‘90s, he set out to answer the question, “How does one create respect under 

conditions of little or no respect?” What he finds are instantiations of De Certeau’s 

theories of the everyday being put into practice: Graffiti becomes a way to claim public 
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space; decked-out lowriders become performative symbols of manhood and masculinity. 

I draw parallels between Cintron’s findings and the uses of capoeira in nineteenth-century 

Brazil. While on the surface both Cintron’s gang members in Illinois and the capoeiras of 

Brazil might be simply presented as terrorists who carelessly throw dirt over the fire of 

progress, a closer look exposes a more complex depiction—one that can’t easily be found 

in history books. In it, the most marginalized people in a society are fighting for a place 

in history—fighting to create respect through tactical acts of resistance.  

Tactical Rhetorics in the Development of Capoeira as a Paradoxical Rhetoric 
 

The details regarding capoeira’s historical context during this century are crucial 

to understanding the rhetorical implications of this art. Not only does this scene result in 

new developments in the practice of capoeira, it also gives insight into how capoeira 

might be seen as a paradoxical rhetoric that works toward both cooperation and 

resistance. As the following examples prove, capoeira can be seen as paradoxical in that 

it consists of both physical and textual expression, both hidden and overt forms of 

communication, both semblance and rebellion, and as previously discussed, is practiced 

by both free and captive slaves. A closer examination of these relationships will elucidate 

their rhetorical capacities. 

Tactical Textual Expression through Song 

 Capoeira is unique from other forms of physical art forms in that music plays a 

central part in its practice. In the first part of the nineteenth century, traditional African 

instruments, particularly drums, were used to connect spiritually with other worlds, to 

dictate the performance of movements, and to convey messages between capoeiras 
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(Talmon-Chvaicer “Hidden History” 30-32). Noted capoeira mestres Manuel dos Reis 

Machado (Mestre Bimba) and Vicente Ferreira Pastinha (Mestre Pastinha) supported the 

position that the music served to hide the fighting aspects of the practice, in effect leading 

slave owners and other authorities to believe that slave capoeiras were dancing and 

playing—not developing strategies of combat (Talmon-Chvaicer “Hidden History” 30). 

Since many slaves were of West Central African origin, Talmon-Chvaicer compares the 

Bantu traditions of this region to the music of capoeira, noting “[t]he Bantu believe that 

music can communicate between the various spheres and penetrate from the physical 

world to the consciousness of the other world....Each instrument has a specific role with a 

spiritual meaning and is an inseparable part of an event” (“Hidden History” 31). 

Additionally, the ngoma drum, similar to what we know as the conga drum, was seen as a 

“living entity” among West African Yoruban and Congolese people; the drum facilitated 

communication between soldiers during times of conflict and during rituals (“Hidden 

History” 33-35). Talmon-Chvaicer contends that the drum fulfilled similar roles among 

slaves. The use of the drum within capoeira music represents a third-space practice and 

location. It possesses the ability to communicate between the sacred and mundane, 

placing it liminally between these two worlds. Although it is an inanimate object made of 

wood and animal hides, it is viewed in African traditions as something with animate 

capabilities: It has the power to convey messages between life worlds. 

Drawing upon these connections, music occupies a tactical niche in the practice of 

capoeira during this period. First, if music did help to conceal the martial aspects of 

capoeira, then it satisfies a subversive purpose—one that would not be readily understood 
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by authorities. Capoeiras thus take the more strategic application of music—music for 

aesthetic value, music for celebration, music for entertainment—and add a clandestine 

layer. Secondly, if music enabled capoeiras to broadcast information on hidden 

frequencies (between the secular and sacred, for instance), then these potentials certainly 

would not be read on a common bandwidth. 

 Yet capoeira music included more than the use of drums. Songs, sung in 

traditional African call-and-response methods, add to the dynamics of textual expression 

in capoeira. J. Lowell Lewis, in his book Ring of Liberation:  Deceptive Discourse in 

Brazilian Capoeira, points to song lyrics that carry with them rhetorical characteristics. 

In one example, Lewis discusses the relationship between the children of slaves and the 

children of slave owners—a relationship that, on the surface, knew no social order or 

hierarchy. If the children of slaves and the children of slave owners did understand their 

class positions, then they were not always reflected in their interactions with each other. 

Literatures that suggest children could have such relationships indicate that they needed 

to end in or before young adulthood: These children would “play freely” which 

eventually “fostered an initial closeness, perhaps a virtual sibling relationship, between 

dark and light children, followed by a painful estrangement” (Lewis 27). The terms ioiô 

and iaiá were used by slaves in reference to their owners’ children, and these terms 

“occur frequently in capoeira songs, carrying all the baggage of slave-era injustice into 

the modern world”  (Lewis 28). The following song, for instance, includes mention of 

this term: 

 vâ dizer ao meu Sinhó    go tell my master 
 que a manteiga derramou    that the butter spilled 
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 a manteiga não é minha   the butter isn’t mine 
 a manteiga é do ioiô    the butter is the ioiô’s  (Lewis 28) 
 
Lewis posits:  

this song clearly evokes a scenario of slave resistance. The slave doesn’t own the 

butter, so the implication is that he doesn’t care that it is spilled; he may have 

allowed it to spill, or even spilled it on purpose. Since the master could not know 

whether the accident was deliberate sabotage or mere negligence, it would be 

difficult for him to punish anyone, and such uncertainty itself was surely a 

powerful slave weapon. (29)   

If Lewis’s interpretation of this song is indeed correct, then this song becomes a form of 

hidden discourse and meanings whereby slaves could communicate their resistance to 

their slave owners. But how hidden would this song be, especially considering that it is 

still sung in capoeira circles today?  Rather than being exclusively hidden, this song 

exhibits paradox:  On the one hand, the slave might have sang this song openly, in the 

quarters of his master’s home or during a joga, 19 yet the meaning itself—the deeper 

meaning suggested by Lewis—would remain concealed. In this way, the song serves both 

an explicit and concealed rhetorical function, a mode that expresses resistance while 

wearing the mask of genuine concern. 

 In another song of resistance, capoeiras sing of standing up to the police, but the 

song’s playful elements undermine the seriousness of this threat: 

  
vamos quebrar os coquinhos   we’re going to break “little  

                                                
19 Game of capoeira. 
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coconuts” 
quando a polícia não vêm   as long as the police don’t come 

 
quando a polícia chegou, ai, ai, ai  when the police arrive,  
quebra polícia também   we’re going to bust them up, too 
 
quando a polícia chegou, ai, ai, ai   when the police arrive, 
ponho a água no café e convido   put water in the coffee and invite  
a polícia a se juntar    the police to join us 20 

 
Anthropologist Greg Downey notes that this song might be situated in a nineteenth-

century context, where police would have been aggressively pursuing capoeiras and 

working to destabilize bands of practitioners (84). The lyrics of this song suggest that it 

was conceived in an atmosphere of heightened police vigilance—the capoeiras seem to 

expect that the police will come. Yet, despite the song’s threat to police, the song 

includes a significant amount of playfulness in its lyrics; the singer and his fellow 

practitioners are going to “break coconuts,” which might appear to be a harmless act—

perhaps even a sort of game. The song even concludes on a jovial note, with the 

capoeiras mentioning a loose invitation to police for (watered down) coffee.  

 Like the previous song, these lyrics denote a paradoxical rhetoric that suggests 

both resistance and cooperation simultaneously. Despite the warning of police brutality, 

the song is playful, illustrating “that deception and cunning courtesy toward authority 

serve well when direct confrontation is too dangerous” (Downey 84). Another potential 

reason for these seemingly conflicting lyrics, though, would be that practitioners would 

sing one set of lyrics when the police were absent—those containing the threat—and 

                                                
20 The translation of this song comes from Greg Downey, Learning Capoeira:  Lessons in Cunning from an 
Afro-Brazilian Art. The original song, written in Portuguese, was not included in Downey’s book and 
comes from my own knowledge of this song.  
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another version in the presence of police—those suggesting amity. In this representation, 

the song would fit under the hidden/overt dichotomy as well, again exemplifying a 

paradoxical rhetoric.  

Body Tactics and the Appropriation of Christian Ideology 

In capoeira, physical expression comes from the body through the execution of 

movements. Capoeiras in the nineteenth century adorned their bodies in ways that 

possessed underlying connotations, many with religious, and in particular, Catholic and 

Candomblé, affiliations. These influences can also be seen in the naming of individual 

movements, which tended to reflect the lived realities of slaves who were being forced to 

abandon African traditions and adapt a Christian worldview. In carrying out a benção, for 

instance, a capoeira kicks his21 flexed foot straight out, aiming for his opponent’s chest, 

while his hands remain open widely at his sides. The resulting movement mimics a cross-

shape, and its name, which means “blessing,” has obvious correlations to a cross. Lewis 

speculates that the naming of this kick comes from slave era, where “the blessing of a 

master eventually became a part of Bahian culture,” and Downey finds this observation 

echoed among the practitioners he interviews, noting that “the benção was said to be a 

parody of the hypocritical ‘blessing’ given to Africans by cruel priests who preached that 

slaves should accept a fate ordained for them by God”  (Lewis 32; Downey 55). This 

kick, then, functions as another mode of slave resistance, where slaves are expressing, 

through physical movement, their dissatisfaction with the dominant social order. The kick 

                                                
21 I use the gendered male pronoun in this chapter, since historical records from this period indicate that 
capoeira was, at this time, practiced almost exclusively by men.  
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also exemplifies tactical rhetoric in that it embodies expression and protest symbolically 

through bodily movement. The body, then, functions as tactic.  

In another act of appropriation, members of the two predominant capoeira maltas, 

the Nagoas and the Guaiamus, drew upon Catholicism in formulating their group 

affiliations and individual identities. They wore red and white, colors that are symbolic of 

“the Holy Spirit,” and they taunted each other with songs containing allusions to Jesus 

Christ and Saint Francis (Assunçao 91). Groups adapted pseudonyms with Catholic 

implications:  

The malta names Três Cachos (‘Three Bunches’) and Flor da Uva (‘Flower of the 

Grape’) invoked the grapes associated with Santa Rita; Ossos (‘Bones’) the bones 

representing martyrdom on the façade of the Bom Jesus do Calvário church, and 

Lança (‘Lance’) almost certainly was an allusion to the weapon used by St. 

George to slay the dragon. (Assunçao 90) 

Assunçao claims that the influence of Catholicism on the maltas is “undeniable.” But 

why did maltas choose Catholic symbols and beliefs as markers of their identities, 

especially considering the role of Catholicism in the subjugation of African slaves?  

Although slaves were expected to learn and follow this religion, the executors of religious 

conversion certainly had no intention of them modifying elements of it to affirm illicit 

associations. Yet that it precisely what capoeiras did: They applied the strategies of 

Catholicism in ways that held meaning and would benefit them. They located sites of 

identification with Catholic figures and narratives and used these sites to articulate a 

superior position for themselves. The malta or capoeira who had solid ties to Catholic 
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spirituality would thus claim the upper hand from non-Catholic practitioners. Capoeiras 

adhered to Catholic beliefs because they believed it would not only provide them with a 

spiritual safeguard, but it could also be practiced with less impunity even in its 

subversions through the mixing of Candomblé and Catholic belief systems. 

  Capoeiras created new rituals, deriving from Catholic iconography, that ensured 

their protection. For example, “closing the body,” or protecting the body from physical 

harm was a mystical practice achieved through the application of Christian signs and 

charms. In particular, capoeiras wore or carried amulets such as images of holy figures 

and pieces of ribbon or cloth tied together (Talmon-Chvaicer “Hidden History” 104-06). 

Patuas, leather bags containing religious relics, also helped to create the corpo fechado, 

or closed (protected) body. According to capoeira historian Jair Moura, these relics could 

consist of “any one of twenty holy ingredients” such as an altar cloth, liturgical vessels, 

and carvings made out of wax or stone. Moura asserts: “a Capoeirista who owned a patua 

consisting of any of these elements was able to liberate himself from all danger and 

become strong and brave” (qtd. in Talmon-Chvaicer “Hidden History” 107). Not 

surprisingly, the elite class condemned the capoeiras’ use of religious iconography. 

Capoeiras were accused of being “pagans” who exploited these religious symbols while 

living a lifestyle that was out of sync with Christian values since, as previously discussed, 

they were often accused of being murderers and street thugs (Talmon-Chvaicer “Hidden 

History” 105).  

 Oral tradition within capoeira illustrates the significance of patuas and other 

religious artifacts for early practitioners. One of the most legendary and talked about 
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capoeiras of the early twentieth century was a man named Manoel Henrique Pereira, who 

is known in capoeira circles as Besouro Mangangá22 (Beetle). According to legend, 

Besouro epitomized what it meant to have a corpo fechado, since he was known for his 

skill in combat and for his ability to elude authorities, presumably by transforming into a 

beetle who could take to the air in flight. The recent Brazilian film, Besouro, conveys this 

legend while highlighting the mysticism involved in using religious practices to create a 

corpo fechado. Particularly, the film highlights the role of the African-derived religion of 

Candomblé in the lives of slaves. In the scene where Besouro attains a corpo fechado, he 

is in the house of a Candomblé priestess who blesses him with an amulet that contains 

seven leaves blessed by Ogum, the orixá (god) of battle, a warrior. The priestess places 

the amulet, which is hung on a chain, around Besouro’s neck and says, “Agora ‘ta corpo 

fechado.”23  As the film suggests, the practice of wearing amulets and patuas likely 

incorporates traditions from African-based religions, such as Candomblé. Talmon-

Chvaicer corroborates this point, noting that Africans brought many of these practices to 

Brazil (“Hidden History” 100-04). In other words, capoeiras’ spirituality applied 

elements of both Candomblé and Catholicism, and they made conscious choices about 

what facets of each religion they would apply and for what purpose. Catholic figures, 

such as the Virgin Mary and Jesus, signified piety while amulets blessed in Candomblé 

rituals served as physical security (Talmon-Chvaicer 104-05).  

                                                
22 Although Besouro was born in 1895 and practiced capoeira primarily in the early twentieth century, I 
include him in my study of the nineteenth century because he is often called upon as an example of slave 
resistance among capoeira circles. Additionally, his name is said to signify the closed body in capoeira. 
According to capoeira practitioner Rouxinol, “Mangangá can be translated in African language as medicine 
that functions to close the body, protecting the carrier from harm” (“The Legend of Besouro”).  
23 “Now you are protected.” A more literal translation would be “Now you are a closed body.” 
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Capoeiras’ religious practices thus exemplify third-space consciousness: 

Although they brought with them and held to the religious views of Africa, they also 

adapted to the religious views that were dominant in Brazil at the time. The practice of 

protecting the body with amulets and patuas likely derives from both African religions 

and Catholicism, revealing slaves’ ability to blend seemingly disparate worldviews in 

order to locate points of empowerment. The wearing of religious talismans to harbor 

capoeiras from harm exemplifies paradox in that it is a both/and everyday practice of 

appropriation that draws from two religious traditions, worldviews, and belief systems. 

While we cannot ever be certain that these artifacts guarded capoeiras from physical or 

spiritual harm, we can be certain that they endowed their wearers with a sense of 

protection. That protection convinced wearers that they had access to avenues of physical 

and spiritual power, and that belief, in effect, affirms the rhetorical effects the practice 

had upon practitioners.  

Moreover, capoeiras’ rhetorical propensities are elucidated by their 

reappropriation of Catholic vestiges to obtain supernatural abilities. For example, 

drinking from a liturgical vessel during Catholic communion ceremonies signifies a 

cleansing that brings one closer to Christ. Capoeiras who included these objects in their 

patuas might have done so operating under the same assumption—that this artifact 

channels closeness with a divine spirit.24 Yet capoeiras also built upon this belief by 

seeing this divine imminence as a form of armor that would shield them from harm. Thus 

                                                
24 Moura cites the calix-bento (blessed chalice) as among the twenty objects he mentions. However, it is 
unlikely that an entire chalice would be able to fit into a small leather pouch. I assume that patuas 
containing these relics would includes small pieces of this artifact in lieu of the whole. 
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they altered the symbolic meaning of the artifact, made it their own—they put it to 

tactical use. Similarly, the images of saints became representations of guidance and 

protection that could keep them safe from them from their enemies—oftentimes members 

of the elite who forced them to adapt Catholic beliefs. In wearing these religious artifacts 

on their bodies, capoeiras inflected these “proper” meanings with new ones, exposing the 

tactics they used to inhabit these spaces as Others. Such inflections are characteristic of a 

third-space consciousness:  

Third space subjects (perpetually) slip and slide across both sides of a border to a 

third space, between the authentic and the inauthentic, the legitimate and the 

illegitimate, the pure and the impure, and the proper and the improper. The point 

of the theoretical undertakings in third-space sites is to uncover Other ways of 

being, and of knowing, in order to make meaning of the everyday. (Licona 106) 

Ironically, as slaves were made to convert to Catholicism, they converted Catholicism 

into beliefs with supernatural significance while intermingling elements of African 

religions. The same Catholicism that could justify the physical punishment of slaves for 

disobeying social codes could now be used by slaves to protect those same bodies from 

physical punishment.  

Subversive Fashions and the Tactical Performance of Status 

 Urban capoeiras tailored the fashions of the day as a performance of status and as 

an expression of spirituality. The styles of clothing and accessories worn by capoeiras 

indicates that their attire served more than a functional purpose and facilitated rhetorical 

expression in unique ways. For instance, the colors that capoeiras chose to wear bore 
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meanings not readily known to the dominant class and served as a way for them to 

communicate in veiled registers. Talmon-Chvaicer found that capoeiras often decorated 

hats with “yellow and red ribbons” noting how “In the Congo, colors have complex 

cosmological meanings” (“Hidden History” 38). In this worldview, the earth is 

represented as a sphere that is equally divided by two perpendicular lines; each point of 

intersection has an associated color, along with symbolic meanings that facilitate an 

exchange of information in and with the material and spiritual world (Talmon-Chvaicer 

“Hidden History” 38). Describing the significance of the colors capoeiras wore, Talmon-

Chvaicer says  

Red symbolizes power, charisma, and leadership; yellow embodies knowledge. 

Because of their position in the circle, red is connected with the gods while 

yellow is associated with the dead. The ribbons adorning hats, held in the hands, 

or tied to staffs, enable Capoeiras to communicate with their gods (red ribbons) or 

with the power of linking the gods with the dead (red and yellow ribbons) for 

protection or help or to intimidate an enemy. (“Hidden History” 39) 

The wearing of these colors points to the influence of African cultural beliefs on 

capoeiras, indicating that they combined elements of both African and Brazilian culture 

to create hybrid perspectives. These perspectives were informed by Catholicism, but also 

drew heavily from the belief systems that Africans brought to the new world during the 

slave trade. Capoeiras used ribbons not for embellishment, but in order to aid 

communication with the sacred. In this secondary production, they have the advantage of 
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a sacred imminence, which in effect provides them with guardianship, fortitude, and 

comfort. 

 Hats also held special importance in the styles that capoeiras wore and became 

reasons for authorities to suspect them of crimes. Soares has traced twenty records of 

arrests made on account of wearing hats or ribbons between 1810-1821; these records 

indicate that three styles of hats, including bonnets, brimmed hats, and hats with pins, 

were worn (76). In the early part of the 1900s, hats seemed to be used as status symbols. 

According to Talmon-Chvaicer, each hat had a different meaning in Kongolese culture, 

and certain hats were given more status or prestige over others. Hats indicated whether a 

person was royalty or a warrior (“Hidden History” 41). The function of hats as markers of 

status carried over into capoeira culture. Certain styles of hats were worn among the 

Brazilian elite, and slaves who belonged to wealthy owners were inclined to mimic their 

masters’ dress (Talmon-Chvaicer “Hidden History” 54). Later in the century, Talmon-

Chvaicer finds that hats also served a practical purpose in capoeira games: Capoeiras 

used them to execute offensive attacks during games or as a shelter against oncoming 

blows; they could tuck weapons into their hats to hide them. And, the style and manner in 

which a hat was worn helped to distinguish capoeira groups (“Hidden History” 88-89).  

 Evidently, when capoeiras wore hats, they put them to new uses. Hats aided them 

in fights as offensive and defensive tools. They also helped capoeiras to perform status in 

ways not unlike the wearing of designer clothes in modern times. Here again, the 

blending of cultures results in a new cultural production that enabled capoeiras to form 

group affiliations and to set themselves apart from each other. In this way, they 
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established their own hierarchies in which they could take on positions of higher standing 

than the ones they knew in the dominant sphere. Although the re-inscription of 

hierarchies can be viewed as problematic, I reason that it can exemplify the struggles of 

marginalized peoples to find locations of power. To do so requires connecting the 

strategies circulating within the mainstream to marginalized peoples’ own lived 

experiences. The garments capoeiras wore exhibit paradox: On the one hand, they were 

not too dissimilar from the popular fashions of the period; on the other hand, they were 

used in ways that helped to disassociate them from the dominant class. In the early 

nineteenth century, hats adorned with ribbons were understood by authorities as 

emblematic of a capoeira. Later the century, slaves began to mimic their masters in the 

types of hats they wore so that eventually “felt and straw hats of different colors, with 

brims, served to differentiate between the ethnic groups of Capoeiras” (Talmon-Chvaicer 

54). Fashion served a communicative function, making it possible for capoeiras to 

connect with spiritual worlds, to express group affiliations, and to assert ascendancy. 

Ambiguous History as a Tactic of Possibility 
 

The practice of capoeira during the nineteenth century reveals that the body can 

be a site of cultural exchange and an archive of lived history. Slaves’ bodies, through the 

practice of capoeira, held and acted out the history of slavery in Brazil, a history of 

struggle between oppressor and oppressed, a history in which cultures collided, 

borrowed, and adapted. In 1888, slavery was officially abolished in Brazil. In 1890, 

Minister of Finance Rui Barboso decreed all governmental slave registries to be burned, a 

resolution that at the time was portrayed “as a symbolic gesture to help rid Brazil of the 
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stigma of slavery” (Toplin 253). Many contemporary practitioners of capoeira claim that 

the burning of these records stands as the reason why so little is known about capoeira 

before this period.25 If the Brazilian government obfuscated the history of slavery, 

capoeira helps us understand how slaves found ways to cope—to survive—in their 

everyday lives: The practice of capoeira granted them with a means of enduring unfair 

policies and practices and with a means of cultural validation. 

Although contemporary scholars have uncovered new information about the 

history of capoeira, many questions remain unanswered. Yet within the ambiguity 

surrounding the history of capoeira lies a significant amount of creative potential, an 

uncertainty that opens up pathways for practitioners and for others interested in this 

complex history. Chicana feminist writer Gloria Anzaldúa offers that ambiguity, 

contradiction, and multiplicity provide ways to maneuver around rigid binaries. In 

theorizing a mestiza consciousness—an awareness stemming from the experiences of 

colonized peoples of mixed races and cultural influences—Anzaldúa writes 

La mestiza constantly has to shift out of habitual formations; from convergent 

thinking, analytical reasoning that tends to use rationality to move toward a single 

goal (a Western mode), to divergent thinking, characterized by movement away 

from set patterns and goals and toward a more whole perspective, one that 

includes rather than excludes. (101)  

As this chapter demonstrates, capoeiras operating in nineteenth-century Brazil lived at a 

cultural crossroads where people of multiple nationalities, group affiliations, and races 

                                                
25 Several of my interview participants confirmed this point when asked about the history of the art form. I 
detail their responses and discuss them at length in chapters three and four. 
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came together in a rich conflux of traditions, practices, and beliefs. Scholars who seek to 

trace historical elements of capoeira to either Africa or Brazil oversimplify the practices 

and reify the rigid dualisms that always result in the privileging of one binary over the 

other—African-Brazilian, slave-owner, Catholic-Candomblé, etc. Instead, we must 

understand capoeira as a practice that pulls from multiple points of stimulus, some of 

which we may never know. Not knowing can be an indispensable site of possibility in the 

everyday because it gives capoeira practitioners, past and present, the power to tell their 

own stories in ways that help them establish spaces of empowerment for lost voices and 

otherwise obscured practices. Ângelo Decânio, who writes about and practices capoeira, 

says that the untruths of capoeira are “‘lies’ of poetic license, exaggeration, and epic...not 

lies told with an intention to deceive” (qtd. in Downey 56). Thus, the incorporation of 

creativity and myth in telling histories of capoeira can be a tactical means of generating 

opportunities for those who have been left out of history. 

Through oral history, bodily movements, song lyrics, and written texts, 

practitioners share the history of capoeira—a history told through multiple voices and 

perspectives. Downey describes the effects of such a history:  

History recalled as a list of names and fragmentary stories of prowess in battle 

allows the past to pile up without chronology into an intense but ahistorical sense 

that the roda has seen the passing of many powerful figures….The stories turn to 

epic, the names legend, and the state of war eternal in myth-saturated yesteryear. 

(61) 
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The field of rhetorical studies has a long history of privileging the written text; in our 

field and beyond, history is authorized via what is recorded on the page. An investigation 

of capoeira during this period proves, however, that despite what can be gleaned from 

written accounts, we can learn as much from the myths people share, the experiences that 

bodies live, and even the songs people sing. When we place so much value on the written 

word, we run the risk of losing sight of the everyday lived realities of people. Doing so 

can be especially problematic when discussing marginalized groups, who have 

historically had to strive for validation.  

 An investigation of capoeira in this time period reveals bodily and rhetorical 

strength coming together: The bodies of slaves provided a physical force that at the same 

time held the knowledge of a contested history. Further, the communicative practices 

central to capoeira reveal an innovative form of rhetorical expressions and performances 

in which slaves construct self-representations and record lived history through song and 

music, bodily movement and gesture, and ritual while covertly challenging a dominant 

social order. Situated in a nineteenth-century context, capoeira becomes a discourse of 

both rebellion and semblance, where slaves use physical and textual forms of tactical 

expression to communicate with their oppressors, challenge the dominant social order, 

and shape new third-space self-representations that embrace both their African and their 

Brazilian roots. 

 These self-representations emerged within, and perhaps were incited by, the 

confluence of cultures that existed in nineteenth-century Brazil, wherein slaves from 

different parts of Africa came into contact with their colonial oppressors to engage with 



84 
 

one another through contest and cooperation. This social context enabled the 

development of a new kind of rhetorical expression—a radical one—characterized by 

paradox. This paradoxical rhetoric, practiced by both free and captive slaves in both 

concealed and deliberate ways, works towards resistance, where slaves challenge 

dominance; and cooperation, where slaves work with and against each other and 

Brazilian authorities to claim space through bodily expression. In the next chapter, I 

explore the ways in which this paradoxical narrative informs the contemporary practice 

of capoeira, with particular attention to its transmission into global contexts.
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

BEYOND BRAZIL:  
CAPOEIRA AND CHALLENGES TO POWER AND EMPOWERMENT 

 
  
 As capoeira continues to emerge within international contexts, questions 

surrounding its history in Brazil, particularly the extent to which it is understood as a 

cultural expression and art form of the African Diaspora, become increasingly prevalent 

in capoeira circles. Following the 1890 outlawing of capoeira under the Brazilian Penal 

Code, the practice underwent what is known as “the underground period” wherein 

practitioners took great aims to hide the art form in order to avoid persecution by 

authorities (Nestor Capoeira 145-46). Nestor Capoeira argues that the underground 

period actually begins in the early nineteenth century, since as I detail in chapter two, 

capoeira was subject to intense repression from about 1809 onward (164). Literatures 

covering the underground period indicate that capoeira was subject to continued 

suppression until the 1930s (see Nestor Capoeira, Almeida, Assunção, and Downey). In 

1932, Manoel dos Reis Machado (Mestre Bimba) opened the first capoeira academy, 

resulting in a major shift in how capoeira was to be perceived within Brazilian society. In 

1966, Vicente Ferreira Pastinha (Mestre Pastinha) traveled with his students to the 

Festival des Arts Nègres in Dakar, Senegal, marking what historian Joshua Rosenthal 

claims is the beginning of capoeira’s current globalization (152). Jelon Vieria first 

brought capoeira to the United States in 1975 when he started teaching in New York, and 

Bira Almeida (Mestre Acordeon) began teaching classes in the San Francisco Bay Area 

shortly thereafter (Almeida 56-57; Assunção 190). Since then, capoeira has been 
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increasingly taught in international contexts: As of 2009, capoeira schools could be found 

in an estimated ninety countries (Rosenthal 154).  

Although there are competing theories of globalization, communication studies 

scholar J. Macgregor Wise explains that “the general argument of globalization is 

that…non-local connections are increasing everywhere” in ways that impact the social 

realm and that inform its structures of authority and control (28). Non-local connections, 

facilitated by the spread of wealth, resources, technology, and cultural practices and 

beliefs, occur in disproportion that often mean opportunity for some and hardship for 

others (Wise 28-29; Appadurai “Grassroots” 1). Whereas the cultural imperialism theory 

of globalization posits that, despite the deterioration of its imperial control, the West 

maintains its influence through domination of the media, Wise contends that this theory 

re-centers power within the West while failing to account for “competing processes of 

cultural movement” (35). In other words, the cultural imperialism view reads the process 

of globalization as a linear, unidirectional, consistent, and predictable while mistakenly 

taking for granted its similarity across contexts (35). Citing the work of noted social-

cultural anthropologist Arjun Appadurai, Wise argues that globalization is a more 

complex process whose movement hinges on a network of factors (36-37). 

Appadurai, who explores globalization to understand cultural activity and the 

social imaginary, locates five interrelated “scapes”—ethnoscape (the backdrop for the 

movement of people across porous borders), technoscape (the technological realm that 

facilitates rapid communication and exchange across borders), finanscape (the global 

economy and associated movements of currency and capital across global markets), 
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mediascape (the realm of global media outlets and their ability to influence people 

through the production of  culturally specific “images” and “narratives”), and ideoscape 

(the ideologies of governments that frame the political mores of nation-states and 

opposition movements)—whose collusions and divergences signal global currents 

(Modernity 33). Appadurai writes that we live in a “world of flows” marked by moving 

things—“ideas and ideologies, people and goods, images and messages, technologies and 

techniques”—whose movements are divergent, dissimilar, and inconsistent (“Grassroots” 

5). Appadurai terms this unequal movement “relations of disjucture”; disjunctures, he 

contends, “produce fundamental problems of livelihood, equity, suffering, justice, and 

governance” (“Grassroots” 5). Globalization, which for Appadurai signifies the 

overarching concept “for a world of disjunctive flows,” generates challenges that are 

revealed “in intensely local forms but have contexts that are anything but local” 

(“Grassroots” 6). The “disjunctive flows” between each of the five scapes identified 

above suggest that the process of globalization involves elaborate and varied trajectories 

whose impact heavily depend upon context. As Wise notes, “[g]lobal content…is given a 

local form through the interpretations and discussions of the audiences that consume it” 

(43). Thus whereas the cultural imperialism model of globalization tends to situate 

Western culture as the focal point, Appadurai’s model demands attention to the unique 

ways practices of globalization are interpreted and reimagined in local contexts.  

The transfer of capoeira from Africa and Brazil to places abroad can be 

understood as a symbol of globalization (Rosenthal 145). In his essay “Capoeira and 

Globalization,” historian Joshua Rosenthal claims that capoeira’s globalization is 
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informed by two periods: The early phase places capoeira in the context of Atlantic trade 

and interaction while the contemporary phase begins with Mestre Pastinha’s 1966 trip to 

Senegal and continues today. The former couples with theories that capoeira originates 

from Africa and was further developed in Brazil. By this account, capoeira was a cultural 

transmission that was imported along with slaves, goods, and commerce but that 

“actually preceded Atlantic globalization” (Rosenthal 147). As Rosenthal finds, Rio de 

Janeiro, named in chapter two as an important location for capoeira under the emerging 

Brazilian republic, was a main hub for the transportation of Congolese and Angolan 

peoples forced into slavery, which allowed capoeira to continue to be influenced by 

African traditions and practices, regardless of whether it originated there or not (149). 

The more recent emergence of a globalized capoeira arises partially out of a growing air 

transportation sector in the years after World War II. Air transportation afforded capoeira 

practitioners the ability to travel to countries outside of Brazil, where capoeira could then 

be disseminated (Rosenthal 152). “The lack of existing prejudice against capoeira as a 

practice with a criminal past facilitated its international expansion [since the 1970s],” 

observes Rosenthal (153). A variety of factors, including advancements in 

communication, travel, and the media, as well as financial opportunity and tourism, 

precipitate the global spread of capoeira. Rosenthal notes that while the benefits of 

globalization include a better livelihood for some capoeiristas26  and a wider acceptance 

of capoeira as a significant expression of Brazilian culture, it risks being compromised by 

                                                
26 The term “capoeirista” is a contemporary usage referring to practitioners. In my research, I was unable to 
find the date of origin for this word, though we know that capoeira was used to refer to practitioners in the 
nineteenth century (see chapter two). From this point forward, as I am shifting into contemporary practice, I 
will use this term to refer to practitioners. 
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decontextualized learning models that are transmitted largely via the Web and that 

downplay the crucial role of history in contemporary practice (Rosenthal 157-58). 

Evidently, the global transmission of capoeira is mediated by technology, by movements 

of people, by capital, and by the media. As the movements of these “scapes” disconnect 

and diverge, the consequences of capoeira’s globalization will present themselves in 

ways informed by local contexts. Scholars studying capoeira might thus ask: Considering 

the increased globalization of capoeira, in what ways does the history of the art form 

continue to inform its contemporary practice across contexts? What effects has 

globalization had on the contemporary practice of capoeira? And how do international 

practitioners, who may or may not share the same national histories of colonialism and 

conquest as Brazilian practitioners, find meaning within the narrative of slave resistance?   

In this chapter, I consider these questions as I investigate the movement of 

capoeira into global contexts and the art form’s subsequent commodification. As capoeira 

becomes increasingly popularized, it risks appropriation, commodification and, in many 

ways, depoliticization as it is differently interpreted and practiced. Following Judith 

Hamera, I define commodity as “anything intended for exchange” (57). In this chapter, I 

suggest that the process of commodification within capoeira references two trends: (1) 

the increased exchange of this art form as teachers began offering classes and lessons in 

exchange for pay and (2) “[its exposure] to an epidemic commercialism” as it emerged 

within global contexts (Almeida 49-51). I conduct a localized study of capoeira within a 

US context to consider how capoeira is being understood and reimagined in contexts 

outside Brazil. More specifically, I draw upon interviews with US practitioners to look at 
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how one group of non-Brazilian capoeiristas practice and interpret capoeira in relation to 

their own lives. 

First, I trace key shifts in capoeira’s development to reveal how the 

standardization of its practice in Brazil engendered pedagogical models that contributed 

to its adaptation and diffusion. Next, I describe my research at a local capoeira academy 

to understand how global changes in capoeira’s development are taking place within this 

site. Here I pull from data obtained from interviews with individual capoeiristas to 

identify four tropes that frame respondents’ understandings of capoeira’s history and its 

relationship to their lives: rhetorics of resistance, paths to freedom, interventions in 

historical erasure, and admission of ambiguity. Finally, I offer examples of the ways in 

which these capoeiristas both contribute to and challenge social hierarchies through their 

practice of the art form. Despite concerns surrounding a loss of capoeira’s traditions and 

history as it moves into global contexts, the US practitioners I interviewed affirmed that 

the maintenance of tradition and knowledge of history are an important part of their 

capoeira practice. Given the scope of my study, I acknowledge the limited 

generalizability of my findings and therefore urge continued localized research focusing 

on everyday capoeiristas—particularly those practicing abroad—in order to better 

understand the changes in capoeira that are currently taking place outside of Brazil. 

The Global Legacies of Mestre Bimba and Mestre Pastinha 
 

In the twentieth century, the practice of capoeira transformed into two distinct 

styles called Capoeira Regional and Capoeira Angola. These changes, which took place 

in the Brazilian state of Bahia, had significant effects upon how capoeira was to be 
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understood within the larger society and eventually paved the way for capoeira to extend 

into global contexts. Although the two men responsible for these developments, Mestre 

Bimba and Mestre Pastinha, held different views on the traditions, customs, and rituals of 

capoeira, their contributions weigh equally in contemporary practice. Additionally, the 

shifts in capoeira that took place as a result of their influence impelled the increasing 

popularization of the art form and helped to position capoeira as an expression of 

Brazilian culture, effectively dismantling negative assumptions about its practice.  

Mestre Bimba’s Capoeira Regional: Re-visioning Capoeira as an ‘Academic’ Pursuit 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Japanese (Ju-Jitsu and Judo) and 

Western (wrestling and boxing) fighting styles were first being introduced in Brazil. In 

the decades leading up to the twentieth century, martial art forms around the world were 

becoming standardized with the introduction of rules and formalized patterns of 

movement and practice (Assunção 128-30). As new combat forms were introduced to 

Brazil, capoeira’s potential to compete against these forms was tested, leading many to 

believe that it could effectively be used in competitive matches (Assunção 130-31). As a 

result, athletes with a nationalist bent, namely Anibal Burlamaqui and Agenor Moreira 

Sampaio (Sinhôzinho) developed capoeira training programs that focused solely on its 

physical and fighting methods while disregarding its music, rituals, and history—changes 

that were certain “to transform it into a mere set of bodily techniques without being 

imbedded in a tradition of its own”  (Assunção 131-32; see also Nestor Capoeira, Roots, 

204-06). At the same time, figures like Mestre Bimba sought to validate capoeira’s 

facility as a fighting style and to invent new rituals that would continue to honor its roots. 
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When Mestre Bimba opened the first capoeira training center in 1932, the Centro 

de Cultura Física Regional, in Salvador, Bahia, he had already begun instituting the 

changes that would come to define his Capoeira Regional. First, he introduced a series of 

new ataques (attacks), including kicks and hand strikes, which he proposed would make 

it more competitive during bouts. Mestre Bimba named his new style the Luta Regional 

Baiana, or regional Bahian fight,27 and began challenging other capoeira practitioners to 

test their styles against his in formal matches (Assunção 135; Nestor Capoeira 171). 28 

Perhaps most significantly, he designed approaches to the teaching of capoeira largely 

based on his new movements. He developed a string of coordinated acrobatic throws 

called the cintura desprezada (commonly translated as “despised waist”); these 

movements enabled students to escape from holds by shifting their bodies and kicking, as 

well as to “lose [their] fear of falling and learn to land on [their] feet” (Nestor Capoeira 

176). Among the most noted of his pedagogic inventions, however, was his sequência de 

ensino, more commonly known as Bimba’s sequências, a series of eight partner exercises 

with specific, synchronized defenses and attacks. The sequências allowed capoeira 

practitioners to respond to prescribed movements while developing technique and agility 

(Nestor Capoeira 176). 29  Mestre Bimba was thus the first to develop a model for 

capoeira pedagogy that continues to inform how capoeira is taught today, whether in 

                                                
27 Although initially Mestre Bimba called his style Luta Regional Baiana, the name became shortened to 
Capoeira Regional, which it continues to be called today and which will be how I refer to it in this work. 
28 Although Mestre Bimba and his students did have a few documented successes in the ring, players of 
traditional capoeira often criticized him for using movements that they claimed were unfair or that did not 
belong to capoeira. Eventually, sometime around 1945, he “declared that his Regional was not a fight for 
the ring, but for any situation in real life” (Assunção 134; see also, Itapoan 13-24). 
29 These sequências continue to be a cornerstone of contemporary capoeira and are trained regularly in the 
classes I’ve attended in the US. 
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Brazil or abroad. Mestre Itapoan, a noted capoeira master, student of Bimba, and author, 

contends that “Having created Regional, Bimba established what perhaps was his greatest 

contribution: he created a ‘teaching method,’ something that hadn’t existed. Before, the 

capoeira player had learned de oitiva [‘by ear,’ instinctively], Mestre Bimba used to say” 

(qtd. in Nestor Capoeira 176). Yet, his teaching style was one motivated by a “rationalist 

‘ethos of efficiency’” that attempted to disassociate capoeira from its criminal image and 

that sought to teach capoeira through a series of clearly defined patterns of movement 

(Assunção 117; Nestor Capoeira 172). Taken as a whole, Mestre Bimba’s pedagogical 

system resulted in the establishment of a defined method for learning capoeira that 

enabled his students to share his vision with future students. It also formalized training in 

a way that made capoeira open to being exchanged as a commodity, since students were 

asked to pay dues in order to support Mestre Bimba and their school. 

Mestre Bimba made other changes that impacted the spread of capoeira. First, he 

called his school an “academy,” resulting in what Barbara Browning has called the 

“academization of capoeira” (98-99). I believe that Mestre Bimba’s attempt to associate 

what had heretofore been judged a criminal, dangerous, and violent act within the 

dominant sphere was an attempt to rearticulate this practice and challenge these negative 

stereotypes. It was also the first historical attempt to popularize capoeira and make it 

more widely accessible to those who wished to learn the art form. Browning asserts that 

the legacy of this academization has carried on into the present day, since capoeira 

academies in Brazil represent “alternative pedagogical spaces”; politicized Black parents 

in Brazil send their children to these academies to learn about their cultural heritage (98).  
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Modeling an academic space, Mestre Bimba instituted two new rituals. In the first 

of these, called a batizado (baptism), beginning students played capoeira in the roda for 

the first time, typically against veteran, more advanced students. In this ritual, the older 

student, known as the padrino (godfather), “baptized” the younger student by taking him 

to the ground (Assunção 139). During the batizado, Mestre Bimba would provide 

baptized students with “war names” that reflected the mannerisms, habits, or behaviors of 

the student.30  In addition, he created a commencement, or formatura,31 in which students 

who had completed his training course would receive the title of formado (graduate). 

During the ceremony, a godmother would be tie a blue silk scarf around the graduate’s 

neck and pin a medal to his shirt. Graduated students could receive the higher titles of 

especializado (specialized; red scarf) or contramestre (just below mestre; white scarf)  

(Nestor Capoeira 180). Finally, Mestre Bimba implemented uniforms, consisting of white 

pants and a shirt with the school’s insignia embroidered into it (Assunção 139). Assunção 

suggests that the addition of these rituals, along with the uniform, helped to establish 

“group identity and contributed to the perception of Bimba’s students as a closely-knit 

team” (139). This idea of a collective is thus an important contribution of Mestre Bimba’s 

and may be one reason why contemporary practitioners so often speak of “the capoeira 
                                                
30 Today this tradition continues, but the names are commonly referred to as apelidos (nicknames). I refer 
to all of my interview participants with their apelido in this work. My nickname, Coelha, means “rabbit,” 
because, as my teacher says, I have a tendency to hop when I execute certain movements.  
31 The batizado and formatura ceremonies are widely adapted in contemporary capoeira academies. 
However, the rituals have changed over time and vary across contexts. During the batizado, held annually 
at most capoeira schools, students advance to the next level by playing Mestres and more advanced 
students in a ceremony called the Troca de Cordões (Changing of Cords). They receive a cordão, or belt, 
tied around their waist, of a certain color to indicate their level of advancement. The formatura is a 
ceremony that is held less often, since graduation now requires years of training and only comes when a 
student proves her/his knowledge and skill in all areas of capoeira  (its physical movements, music, and 
history) and Brazilian culture (proficiency in the Portuguese language and knowledge of the national 
history). 
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community” as being a primary reason for their involvement, a point I discuss in detail in 

chapter four. 

Among the most significant of Mestre Bimba’s advancements was his role in 

disseminating capoeira among the white middle class. According to Manoel Rosendo, 

who was among the first to train with Mestre Bimba, a young medical student named 

José Sisnando Lima arrived at his school and requested permission to learn capoeira from 

Mestre Bimba. Initially, Mestre Bimba turned him away, but Sisnando was so persistent 

that Mestre Bimba agreed to let him train with one of his older students. Apparently, 

Sisnando gave that student a blow that sent him to the ground, and an impressed Mestre 

Bimba grew fond of the Sisnando (Itapoan 8). Sisnando’s tutelage under Mestre Bimba is 

significant because of his class position; he apparently “recruited numerous [presumably 

white] colleagues to his mestre’s classes from Salvador’s schools of medicine, dentistry, 

and engineering,” leading to charges that Mestre Bimba “whitened” the art form 

(Downey 175). These charges stem from Mestre Bimba’s willingness to teach capoeira to 

an elite class that, only decades before, had criticized and criminalized its practice. 

Evidence further suggests that Sisnando’s apprenticeship opened up pathways between 

Mestre Bimba and state officials. For example, a few years after Sisnando began training 

with him, Mestre Bimba received an invitation from Governor Juracy Magalhães to give 

a presentation of Capoeira Regional at the Governor’s palace (Itapoan 8-9). On July 9, 

1937, the Bahian Department of Education, Health, and Social Security officially 

declared Mestre Bimba a physical educator and provided formal registration for his 

school, denoting an acceptance and even decriminalization of capoeira by state officials 



96 
 

(Assunção 141). A year later, Mestre Bimba started teaching capoeira to members of the 

military in Salvador (Assunção 142). From 1945-63, Mestre Bimba was a sympathizer 

for the then-illegal Communist Party; student accounts indicate that he helped to recruit 

others to join their movement (among them his students) and hosted Communist Party 

meetings at his academy (Nestor Capoeira, Roots, 190-92; Assunção 143).  

As Downey notes, claims of “whitening” within Mestre Bimba’s approach to 

teaching capoeira are shrouded in rhetorics of race and difference. Critics say that by 

exposing capoeira to a white middle class, Mestre Bimba sacrificed its African-based 

traditions and styles of movement. They further allege that his style of playing capoeira, 

which was regimented, upright, and more agonistic than earlier styles, catered to and 

reflected a dominant aesthetic (175-77). Thus, the argument condemning the “whitening” 

of capoeira relies on two primary claims: first, capoeira becomes infiltrated by white 

middle class Brazilians for the first time, effecting a “whitened” version of the art form 

that emphasizes fighting instead of ritual; and second, the bodily movements and styles of 

playing within the capoeira game shift to imitate corporeality suggestive of a white 

middle class (Downey 178). As Downey explains, “‘whitening’ entailed a shift in the 

bodily practice itself, a change in the way players do capoeira that allegedly made it more 

agreeable to elite practitioners” (177). He further demonstrates the ways in which 

discussions surrounding whitening stir up passionate discussions about race relations in 

Brazil, since here as in many other countries, historical attempts to miscegenate racial 

groups aimed to blend out Black populations (177-78).32   Miscegenation practices 

                                                
32 For example, in Australia, The Stolen Generation refers to “half-caste” Aboriginal children who were 
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centered on rhetorical assumptions about racial inferiority and superiority, resulting in 

arguments based on an assumed set of biological differences between those of European 

and African descent. Thus when critics accuse Mestre Bimba of “whitening” capoeira, 

they are indicting him for upholding notions of racial superiority among whites instead of 

challenging them. These arguments are tenuous because, as Downey details, they 

presume that certain ways of bodily movement and gesture can be linked to race; bodily 

movement and race are thus conflated in problematic ways that suggest innate biological 

difference. Ironically, such rhetorical moves are similar to the ones made to support 

miscegenation policies, resulting in a slippery slope that undermines the potentials of 

capoeira to bring people together in ways that challenge assumptions based on race, 

gender, class or even nationality. 

Critics of Mestre Bimba charge that by calling his style of capoeira “regional,” 

Mestre Bimba disarticulated it from its African origins, though Barbara Browning argues, 

and I agree, that in naming his style in this way, he protected it from the lack of 

acceptance for African cultural art forms that existed in Brazil up until 1930 (101-02). 

Mestre Bimba, then, made capoeira a regional, or Bahian, art form instead of African 

one. In so doing, he paved opportunities for its continued practice and its popularization. 

Yet at the same time, he made it susceptible to governmental cooptation. For example, 

Mestre Bimba’s classes so impressed Brazilian political leaders that, in 1953, he was 

                                                                                                                                            
taken from the families without permission and sent to education camps where they were to be assimilated 
into white culture. According to an article in Time, “government administrators thought that by bringing 
mixed-blood Aborigines into the white world, the color could be ‘bred out of them’ over a few generations” 
(McCarthy 1). See Margaret Jacobs, White Mother to a Dark Race: Settler Colonialism, Maternalism, and 
the Removal of Indigenous Children in the American West and Australia, 1880-1940 and the film Rabbit-
Proof Fence.  
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invited to perform for then-president Getúlio Vargas (Almeida 34; Nestor Capoeira 189; 

Itapoan 9). Vargas was so impressed by the quality and skill displayed in the performance 

that he declared capoeira “the only true national sport” (Downey 171). Vargas’s use of 

“sport” to describe capoeira is especially important here, since it demonstrates that 

Mestre Bimba’s changes to the art form resulted in a change in how it was perceived by 

authorities. These factors—the academization of capoeira and its declaration as the “only 

true” Brazilian sport—have important implications for its increasing cultural 

appropriation and commodification, as well as for its sanctioned circulation. 

Namely, the proliferation of these art forms enabled practitioners to disrupt 

previously-held stereotypes about the what it meant to be a capoeirista. At the same time, 

these changes came with challenges that at times undermined the potentials of the art 

form. For example, although the academization of capoeira brought recognition and 

acceptance by the Brazilian government, the practice is reappropriated by the Brazilian 

government as the “only true national sport.”  This reappropriation by the government led 

to attempts to regulate and codify the “sport,” often at the expense of some of the 

traditions central to its practice. Mestre Acordeon documents these changes, noting how 

in 1972 when the Brazilian government officially recognized capoeira as a sport, a 

number of rules and policies were instituted that, for him at least, inspire worries about 

“the preservation of [capoeira’s] rituals, traditions, music, and philosophy” (52-53). 

Traditionalists further allege that Mestre Bimba’s linear and sequential style of playing 

transformed a circular art form and that he sacrificed the playful, cunning aspects of the 

art form for a focus on fighting. Despite these drawbacks, I contend that Mestre Bimba’s 
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innovations were necessary in order to expand capoeira into contexts outside of Brazil 

and, in the end, helped to preserve its practice and to reignite its potential as a mechanism 

for social change. Nestor Capoeira, for example, writes: “It was through the academia 

system that capoeira spread throughout Brazil, and in the 1970s it started to be taught in 

Europe and the USA” (172). Thus the academy system enabled, perhaps even incited, the 

diffusion of capoeira internationally, making Mestre Bimba’s vision one of global 

proportions. It is thus necessary to view Mestre Bimba’s academy as a transformative but 

still political moment within capoeira history and to consider how capoeira continues to 

transform in locations outside of Brazil. 

Mestre Pastinha and the Reassertion of Afrocentricity in Capoeira Angola  

While Mestre Bimba sought to improve the practice of capoeira by modernizing 

it, others were intent on preserving its truest original form. Increasingly, this group of 

capoeiristas came to be associated with a style of capoeira they called Capoeira Angola, 

since they saw it necessary to uphold capoeira’s African-based traditions, customs, and 

rituals. Among the most noted of the capoeira mestres who worked toward this goal was 

Mestre Pastinha. Like Mestre Bimba, he instituted a number of changes to capoeira that 

inform contemporary practice and that made its dispersion beyond Brazil possible, yet his 

aim in doing so was altogether different. Although he helped to standardize Capoeira 

Angola, he justified these changes in the name of tradition, believing that they were 

necessary to maintain capoeira as an expression of African culture. The rationale for 

doing so was based in post-abolition attempts by conservative Bahian state officials to 

obliterate expressions of Afro-Bahian art, religion, and customs. According to Assunção, 
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“elites’ quest for civilization meant in practice a new clamp down on Afro-Bahian culture 

under the banner ‘campaign of civilization against barbarism’” (105). In response, a 

number of liberal thinkers and religious figures allied to disrupt these unfair policies, 

specifically by holding public events that showcased and commemorated Afro-Bahian 

cultural expressions like Capoeira Angola, which some considered to be a more honest 

representation of Afro-Bahian culture than Capoeira Regional (Assunção 151).  

Around this same period, a group of twenty-two capoeira mestres established the 

first Capoeira Angola club in the Gengibirra area of Bahia, which would gather for 

weekly rodas (capoeira games) (Assunção 154). When one of Mestre Pastinha’s students 

went to visit one day, his game stirred the interest of the capoeiristas in attendance, who 

asked who had taught him capoeira. He later took Mestre Pastinha to the center, and, 

although accounts differ about how it happened, Mestre Pastinha eventually took over as 

the lead mestre (Assunção 154-55). Although the club soon fizzled out, Mestre Pastinha 

attempted to reestablish the club; he succeeded in doing so in 1949 when he opened the 

Centro Esportivo de Capoeira Angola, the first registered school for Capoeira Angola 

(Assunção 155). Mestre Pastinha, then, is known for standardizing Capoeira Angola in 

much the same way that Mestre Bimba did with Capoeira Regional. 

Mestre Pastinha formalized Capoeira Angola through his teaching methods and 

through his understanding of capoeira as a sport. Assunção writes that by using the word 

esportivo (sport) in naming his school, Mestre Pastinha “eased the institutionalization of 

the art, since sport had already enjoyed the social recognition Afro-Brazilian culture was 

still struggling to achieve at that time” (156). In his personal manuscripts, Mestre 
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Pastinha speaks of the need to maintain a rule-governed version of the art: 

“[Practitioners] must seek to learn meticulously the rules of capoeira de Angola” (qtd. in 

Assunção 156). Among these rules were regulations about the ataques (attacks) that were 

and were not permissible within a game of Capoeira Angola, the instruments that would 

be used, and the trajectory of the music (Assunção 160-61). He was adamant in his belief 

that the music should dictate the flow of the capoeira game and that capoeiristas should 

understand its role in preserving the rituals of the game (Assunção 160). Like Mestre 

Bimba, Mestre Pastinha held recurring classes in an academy setting and adapted the use 

of uniforms. Assunção finds that “His aim to instruct the ‘next generation’ of mestres 

also resulted in the institutionalization of hierarchies” (162). Thus, it seems that although 

Mestre Pastinha was guided by the purpose of protecting the African roots of capoeira, he 

readily understood that doing so meant introducing changes that would formalize its 

practice so that it could be more easily passed down. 

The changes described above, combined with Mestre Pastinha’s associations with 

well-known artists, writers, and politicians, facilitated the increased acceptance for 

Capoeira Angola and helped to garner admiration for Mestre Pastinha. During the latter 

half of the 1950s, Mestre Pastinha further catalyzed the expansion of Capoeira Angola 

when he traveled with his group to other cities in Brazil, giving public performances of 

this style of capoeira while proclaiming it as an art form for everyone (Assunção 164-65). 

However, his crowning achievement—at least in terms of igniting the flames of 

globalization—came when he and his students traveled to the Festival des Arts Nègres in 

Dakar, Senegal in 1966 (Rosenthal 152). As previously mentioned, this trip marked the 
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first time that capoeira was performed outside of Brazil and pinpoints an historic moment 

for capoeira: its first documented exposure to an international location. 

Mestre Pastinha is not as widely criticized for the choices he made in codifying 

capoeira, perhaps because his intentions (to preserve a “traditional” form of capoeira) 

differed so greatly from Mestre Bimba’s (to modernize capoeira). In many ways, 

however, Mestre Pastinha’s stylization of Capoeira Angola reflects race politics in Brazil 

in ways similar to Capoeira Regional. As we have seen, the choice to preserve a form of 

capoeira reflective of its African origins was motivated, at least in part, by the “campaign 

of civilization against barbarism” that worked to suppress Afro-Bahian culture (Assunção 

105). This phrase reinforces an oppositional bias of civilization contra barbarism that 

reeks of biological assumptions about race. Here, the term “barbarism” represents a 

colonizing interpretation of African expressions of culture, since they are read against the 

grain of civilization. In other words, those of African descent are biologically assumed to 

be barbaric as opposed to civilized. In defending capoeira’s African roots, Mestre 

Pastinha and other angoleiros33 justly challenge these claims to biologically-inherited 

inferiority.   

Like Mestre Bimba, Mestre Pastinha spearheaded a revolutionary vision of 

capoeira that helped to relocate it from the fringes of society and that supported its 

transmission to new audiences. Eventually these audiences would include people outside 

of Brazil. Additionally, Mestre Pastinha opened pathways for women in capoeira, as he is 

said to have taught women in his academy and wrote about his concerns over more 

                                                
33 A term referring to practitioners of Capoeira Angola. 
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women not learning the art: “the women must also take her [sic] share in the defense of 

the home” (qtd. in Assunção163).34 In sum, Mestre Pastinha succeeded in sharing 

capoeira with a wide range of people, both in Brazil and abroad. Yet among some 

contemporary practitioners, Mestre Pastinha’s view of capoeira has been rearticulated in 

ways that reify racial divisions instead of advocating for cross-racial solidarity along 

multiple lines of difference. Downey discusses self-described Afro-centric capoeira 

groups that make claims of authenticity when discussing the distinctions between 

Capoeira Regional versus Capoeira Angola; some groups even prohibit non-Black 

capoeiristas from training with the group (9). Although strategic essentialism can be an 

effective means of garnering political control, it can be problematic when applied in ways 

that draw a racial line that cannot be crossed. While I agree with bell hooks in her 

assertion that essentialism “can be a strategic response to domination and to 

colonization,” I also want to contend that such work demands applications for coalition in 

order to effect change (83; see also Spivak and Rodriguez). Groups who claim that 

Capoeira Angola is the more authentic African form of capoeira and who thus ban people 

from non-African descent from practicing make tenuous assumptions about the 

universality of Black experience and about non-Black people’s inability to relate to 

legacies of oppression. Furthermore, groups that follow this either/or model run counter 

to the ambiguity of capoeira’s history and the potential that I argue resides within these 

ambiguous locations (see chapters two and four). Rather than locating these sites as third-

                                                
34 Although Assunção documents that there were few female capoeiristas during this time, he never 
mentions any by name, nor does he go into any detail about the roles women might have played during this 
period.  
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spaces with radical possibilities, groups who argue that one version of capoeira is or is 

not more authentic/genuine/valid than another undermine the art form’s ability to bring 

people of diverse groups together in ways that call into question negative assumptions 

about race, class, gender, nation, and so forth. Like many capoeiristas I know, I pay equal 

merit to both Mestre Bimba and Mestre Pastinha, understanding capoeira as a practice 

that is subject to continual evolution and interpretations in different contexts; for me, 

there is no “one” capoeira but rather many instantiations, which each draw from a similar 

set traditions, customs, and rituals that are crucial to its practice.  

Efforts to formalize capoeira enabled a pedagogy that could easily be replicated. 

By systematizing capoeira in various ways, both Mestre Pastinha and Mestre Bimba 

made capoeira more pedagogic and ensured it would be respected in wider circles. Such 

is the aim of Aristotle in On Rhetoric: In laying out a system for the study and practice of 

rhetoric, he makes rhetoric an area of study that can easily be learned and taught. By 

making rhetoric more rule-bound, it would become more scientific, and Aristotle could 

effectively challenge Plato’s claim in works like The Gorgias that rhetoric is a knack 

analogous to cookery (that is, not a scientific art) (465a-b). Likewise, in introducing the 

cordão system, uniforms, and structured sequences, Mestre Bimba effectively alters a 

loosely structured art form that had before that point been passed down orally. In effect, 

capoeira became a system that could now be interpreted as a combat sport (as it was by 

the Brazilian government) with codes in place to manage its practice. Although Mestre 

Pastinha’s aim was to safeguard capoeira’s African-based rituals and traditions, he did so 

via the process of formalization, instituting rules, calling it a sport, and establishing a 
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formal learning space. As a whole, the modifications made by Mestre Bimba and Mestre 

Pastinha had rhetorical impacts on capoeira. Not only did these changes ensure its 

continued practice and instruction, but they resulted in new visions of capoeira that 

garnered it respectability and authority within the social realm. 

In sum, both Mestre Bimba and Mestre Pastinha played important roles in inciting 

trends toward capoeira’s globalization that have resulted in its increasing 

commodification. As capoeira surfaces outside of Brazil, it emerges as a commodity that 

is bought and sold: Students pay for classes; capoeira-themed merchandise—books, CD, 

instruments, t-shirt, abadas (training pants), DVDs, and so forth—can be found with a 

consumer’s click of a button on the WWW. While some might decry that capoeira is 

selling out, I contend that the process of commodification is contradictory and works in 

multiple ways. The changes made by Bimba and Pastinha—the codification of styles, the 

exposure to new audiences and participants, and the academy structure—ultimately 

helped to preserve the practice of capoeira and spread the expression of Afro-Brazilian 

culture to places beyond Brazil. At the same time, these changes imperiled capoeira to the 

loss of traditions, especially in locations where it is practiced only for sport without any 

attention to its philosophy, traditions, history, music, and so forth. Further, any process of 

cultural exchange is likely to result in loss, change, borrowing, or adaptation. It is thus 

important to give practitioners opportunities to express the connections they make 

between their own lived experiences and their practice of capoeira in order to investigate 

how it is being applied and understood outside of Brazil. Continued research is needed 
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from individual practitioners—not just from famous mestres and practitioners—in order 

to understand how the process of globalization is affecting contemporary practice abroad. 

Beyond Brazil: Capoeira Goes Global 
 

To fill the need for studies focusing on international everyday practitioners, I 

conducted research at a capoeira academy I have been training at for five years in the 

Southwestern United States, including participant observations and interviews with 

individual capoeiristas. During interviews, research participants were given the 

opportunity to explain their understanding of capoeira’s history and philosophy and to 

explain how they find meaning and opportunity for application within these narratives in 

their everyday lives. My primary purpose was to flesh out common tropes that appear 

when US practitioners speak about and reflect upon the practice of capoeira, but a 

secondary aim was to locate moments where social and cultural hierarchies were 

reproduced and/or interrupted via practitioners’ discussions of capoeira. As I illustrate 

below, interviews with contemporary capoeira practitioners from the United States 

indicate that the narratives of slave resistance frame their understanding of and 

engagement with the practice. Common tropes used to describe this history and the 

practices it informs include: rhetorics of resistance, paths to freedom, interventions in 

historical erasure, and admission of ambiguity.  

These tropes represent rhetorical renderings that work backwards and forwards, 

moving meaning like a two-way zip line between the past and the present. As research 

participants discussed their understanding of the history of capoeira, it became clear that 

they drew upon similar themes when describing their personal histories. Not only did 
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participants discuss slaves’ ability to enact oppositional practices against the status quo, 

but they also discussed their own experiences in resisting systems of oppression. Just like 

the slaves who found in capoeira opportunities for freedom, research participants 

discovered in its practice ways to cope with the tyrannies—whether self-imposed or 

externally induced—they felt and lived. These tropes, then, function as the lines that 

connect capoeira’s historical narratives with contemporary practice and application. 

Rhetorics of Resistance 

 Although three main theories exist regarding the origins of capoeira, the most 

widely supported among contemporary practitioners includes some version of slave 

resistance. When describing the history of capoeira in their own words, all five interview 

participants recited narratives of slaves being brought to Brazil and creating capoeira in 

order to resist oppressors. Assunção observes that many “practitioners claim that maroons 

(runaway slaves) invented capoeira. Almost every book on capoeira history contains an 

initial chapter on slave resistance, where the heroic quilombos (maroon settlements) are 

always singled out for their fierce opposition to slave society” (6). Although the 

capoeiristas I interviewed did not always mention marooned slaves specifically, they 

seemed to support the idea that capoeira was created to combat the injustices of slavery.  

Fada (Fairy),35 a 38 year-old histotechnologist of Italian, Mexican, and Ukranian 

ancestry, has been practicing capoeira since 1997. In her interview, she said she started 

learning about the history of capoeira during her first year of practice because 

                                                
35 As previously indicated, I refer to all interview participants by their capoeira nickname, or apelido. I do 
so as a performative gesture to honor a widely held tradition within capoeira circles, where many people 
are known exclusively by their nickname. 
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Contramestre Dondi Enxu,36 the teacher of the capoeira academy where I conducted my 

research, was “always encouraging us, [to] read, go find it out.”  When describing the 

history of capoeira as she understands it, Fada reproduces the four tropes identified: 

Well, what I think is interesting about capoeira is that the history is not blatant. 

It’s not tangible. [admission of ambiguity] It’s all oral tradition because when 

slavery was abolished in the 1860s, or the 1800s, they burned all the documents, 

all the historical documents that referred anything to slavery in Brazil. [historical 

erasure] So, I know that that origin is kind of a source of contention sometimes. 

What I identify with…is the idea that slaves were brought over to Brazil and they 

practiced capoeira in the senzalas [slave quarters] but disguised it as a 

worshipping ritual because they weren’t allowed to practice a self-defense. 

[rhetorics of resistance] So, that resonates with me. I think it makes a lot of sense. 

I know there are also theories that it originated in Africa and then kind of evolved 

to what it is today in Brazil. Regardless, what resonates with me is the idea of 

people in an oppressive situation finding a means to express freedom, and to stay 

free in their spirit. [paths to freedom] 

Although Fada willingly admits that the history of capoeira cannot be known for certain, 

she offers what she feels “most resonates” with her based on the sources she’s read. She 

indicated in her interview that she has read several books on capoeira, and she mentioned 

two authors specifically by name; in all probability these sources inform her belief that 

                                                
36 Enxu is an African-derived word meaning “beehive,” a name Dondi (his common name) was given by 
Mestre Rã because he used to have long dreadlocks that he wrapped on top of his head. He goes by both his 
common name and his apelido, thus Dondi Enxu. 
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capoeira was “disguised” as a “ritual” when in reality it was a means of “self-defense.”  

There is some evidence to suggest that early practitioners of capoeira had to conceal its 

practice because it was subject to suppression by slave owners and authorities; early 

practitioners did use capoeira as a means of self-defense, as in the case of the maltas’ 

collusion with police officials (see chapter two). Further, even though Fada does not 

know the exact date it happened, she knows that governmental officials burned several 

records of slavery; she attributes this act to the lack of information available surrounding 

capoeira. Downey likewise finds in his study that many capoeira practitioners, 

particularly members of the Grupo de Capoeira Angola de Pelourinho (GCAP), support 

similar beliefs while arguing that “selective social memory is a technique for racial 

oppression” (64). Finally, Fada’s assertion that what holds the most relevance for her is 

the idea that capoeira provided slaves with “a means to express freedom” highlights an 

important trend among capoeiristas: Many claim that capoeira provides them with 

pathways to freedom that help them deal with their own internal and lived oppressions, a 

point I discuss in detail later in this chapter. 

 Macura,37 a 33 year-old hairstylist, business owner, and capoeira instrutora 

(instructor) says that although one wouldn’t know it by looking at her because she’s “fair 

complected,” she identifies as a woman of “multicultural ethnicities” with Mexican, 

Dutch, Native American, and Irish lineages—all groups that, interestingly, have 

historically had to fight against colonial and imperial oppression. Macura is Contramestre 
                                                
37 No one in the group, not even Macura herself, seemed to know what her apelido means. She said that 
when Mestre Calango nicknamed her, he told her it was a “large chicken-eating rodent” from Brazil. I 
asked several native-Portuguese speakers from Brazil, but they had never heard of the word. Macura 
conjectured in her interview that because Mestre Calango grew up in the rural jungles near Recife, it was a 
creature indigenous to that area. 
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Dondi Enxu’s most longstanding student, although not his highest ranked in terms of 

title. Practicing capoeira since she was 18 years old, she attends classes once a week at 

Contramestre Dondi Enxu’s school and also teaches her own classes at a local martial arts 

center. Macura tells the story of capoeira in this way: 

Well, you know, we all know that it came from Africa as a mother, as the roots, 

you know…the beginning, the seed coming from Africa and then being placed in 

Brazil. And whatever that became, you know those moments of its first real 

adaptation of the slaves and freedom (pause) and that’s what I loved about 

capoeira.  

Although initially Macura’s history of capoeira is brief and somewhat vague, she 

reproduces two key tropes in her description. In asserting that “we all know” that 

capoeira’s comes from Africa and in linking the transition to Brazil through slavery, she 

implies that these details are not only well known, but also widely accepted among the 

capoeira community. I understand this move as an attempt to intervene in representations 

of capoeira as exclusively a Brazilian art form; here, Macura ensures that capoeira’s 

African past is not only recognized but also acknowledged as the “mother” of capoeira—

Africa, then, gave birth to capoeira. She admits ambiguity when she says “whatever that 

became,” as if to suggest that no one really knows for certain how capoeira came to be or 

what it was in its earliest enactments. At the same time, Macura’s statement, “its first real 

adaptation of the slaves and freedom” indicates that she believes capoeira provided slaves 

with paths to freedom. As she continues, it becomes clear that this is the point she is 

making and that this function of capoeira plays an important role in her own practice: 
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That’s what I still love about capoeira is that it gives you a place of freedom when 

in our world we’re so…enslaved (begins to cry) to our houses, you know, the cars 

that we have to drive, our jobs…all these obligations, and so then you have this 

thing that was created for the purpose of freedom. To be free from a physical 

slave master. To be free from this land that you were brought to that isn’t even 

familiar. And that’s how I feel like our spirits, our humanity, has been treated in 

our world, on a global scale now, but like, saying, you know, “Okay, we’re these 

loving creatures that are created to love and mother and father and communicate 

and build.” And we’ve been taught to destroy and all this stuff that’s not natural, 

just like slaves being brought to be slaves, you know. It’s not natural to tell, for 

one human to tell another human what to do, you know. We were born to make 

our own decisions.  

As Macura compares slaves’ fight for freedom to a contemporary yearning for freedom 

from economic, environmental, and spiritual factors, she becomes emotional. Her voice 

tightens and she begins to cry as she discusses these shifts between past and present, 

signaling that she is deeply moved by capoeira’s liberatory potentials in both contexts. 

Macura’s explanation could easily be critiqued for comparing the economy of slavery to 

the economy of capitalism (where oppressions take the form of mortgage and car 

payments, work demands, and other “obligations” that support a capitalist economy). 

While I agree that it is important to point out the dangers of conflating the horrors of 

slavery (which affords no choice) with the privileges of capitalism (which affords 

relatively more choices and privileges), I am also inclined to view her words instead as 
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an analogy that, for her, illustrates what capoeira has the potential to do. In other words, 

capoeira as a performance and as historic record has rhetorical force. When she says that 

“our spirits, our humanity” have been jeopardized by ideologies that teach us “to destroy” 

instead of “to love and mother and father and communicate and build” it becomes clear 

that she is talking about something much larger than the economic pressures of 

capitalism—that she is even engaging in a critique of these lifestyle choices. Hence, just 

as it’s “not natural” for one human to hold another in bondage, it’s aberrant for humanity 

to engage in global acts of destruction. In this passage, Macura makes an explicit 

connection between capoeira’s history and its contemporary practice that elucidates the 

dynamic motion of the tropes I have identified. While capoeira provided slaves with a 

means to free themselves from the literal and physical systems of oppression they 

experienced, it continues to provide contemporary practitioners with liberation from a 

more symbolic form of mental slavery imposed by factors such as the drive for wealth 

and material comfort.  

As she concludes her response, Macura describes what she understands as the 

practical applications of capoeira while building upon her ideas about its practice as 

rhetorical function as reflecting both rhetorics of resistance and paths to freedom:  

And so I feel like when I can go to capoeira class, or go into the roda,38 even 

though it’s with another person and basically we are…competing for the, um, you 

know, the dynamic of who’s the one throwing the kick but who’s the one being 

creative getting out of the way. It’s like, how do we set up our lives to get out of 

                                                
38 Roda means “wheel or circle.” Capoeiristas position their bodies in a circular arrangement in order to 
create this space. Two capoeiristas then enter this circle in order to play a game of capoeira. 
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the way? ….What is our escape from the inevitable kick that’s gonna happen? …. 

That’s what the history represents to me is a fight of freedom and of self-

expression when somebody’s trying to keep that from you. To preserve your 

human right—your natural given right of freedom… 

Here, Macura suggests that capoeira’s promise to freedom can be realized by the 

creativity that it cultivates within players. Creativity, she says, is necessary in order to 

“get out of the way” of the “inevitable kick that’s gonna happen.” Although the primary 

goal of capoeira is one in which two players “compete” for control of space, it can be 

applied in everyday contexts to help practitioners maneuver through difficult times when 

their rights are being threatened or their humanity is being tested. For Macura, capoeira’s 

“history represents a fight of freedom and of self-expression.” Her use of the word 

“fight” evokes a theme of resistance; fighting is a means of resisting or even intervening 

in those systems (“the inevitable kicks”) that undermine one’s self-integrity and is a 

strategy used “to preserve [ones’s] human right…of freedom.”  As these passages 

illustrate, Macura walks the tightrope situated between capoeira’s historical past and its 

functional present. She easily traverses between what it provided for slaves in the past 

and what it provides for her in the present. As she does so, she illustrates the ways in 

which contemporary practitioners link the narratives of slave resistance to their lived 

experiences.  

 Besouro, a thirty-eight year old Africa-American male who works as an 

information technology specialist, connected the trope of resistance to the history of the 

capoeira group as a whole and to the personal experiences of CM Dondi Enxu. At this 



114 
 

point in his interview, Besouro is explaining the origins of the group’s name, Capoeira 

Malandragem: 

…Malandragem means street-wise, street-smart, a person who evades the law but 

satisfies his own needs…someone who lives on the fringes of society. And Dondi, 

Contra Mestre Dondi, read a book by Mestre Nestor Capoeira and he describes a 

malandro as a person that’s depicted in a lot of capoeira songs and written about, 

a legendary figure, and how that figure is always kind of the epitome of what 

capoeira is. Not too rich, but not too poor, always has his hand in the pot, so to 

speak, but you know, never getting caught actually doing anything. And he saw 

himself as that figure, and he saw that’s what we wanted to emulate in this group, 

so— And actually, Mestre Acordeon said that it was a bad name for a school, he 

said that it was a really bad name for a school because people were going to think 

we were just a bunch of pickpockets and sneak thieves, so when we go to Brazil 

we were gonna have a lot of trouble when we go to Brazil naming ourselves that. 

And the funniest thing about it was we actually did get in a lot of trouble the first 

time we went to Brazil, because all the Brazilians wanted to, like they wouldn’t 

leave anything around us, and they wanted to fight us every time we went 

somewhere, so. But you know, it grew us into a better group at the same time. 

In fact, Nestor Capoeira goes to great lengths in describing the mysterious figure of the 

malandro in his book on capoeira’s history. According to Nestor, the malandro is “a 

street-smart guy” who “works through his intelligence, seduction, charm, and a deep and 

intuitive knowledge of life and human psychology” (47). The malandro operates from 
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what Nestor calls an “ethics of malandragem,” or “street smartness, slyness, cunning” 

(55; 47). Although Nestor portrays the malandro as a heroic figure, not the ruffian that 

Besouro seems to be describing, I cite this passage as a rhetoric of resistance because 

Besouro appears to believe that the malandro is a resistive character, as indicated when 

he says it’s “a person who evades the law but satisfies his own needs.”  Resistance is 

further captured when the group maintains this identity even despite Mestre Acordeon’s 

warning of its negative connotation; in so doing, the group asserts their autonomy while 

affirming a group identity that reclaims a resistive identity. Finally, Besouro notes that 

CM Dondi Enxu’s empathy with the malandro—with whom he presumably identified—

compelled him to name the group in this way. In this way, the malandro functions 

rhetorically to create an identity for Capoeira Malandragem based on resistance—that is, 

the identity of the group, and the ethos it conveys through its name, fixes on a non-

dominant character that relies on slickness and wiliness to get by.  

 Later in the interview, Besouro made the connections between lived experience 

and the history of capoeira even clearer when he talked about his work with “at-risk 

youth.” He suggested that capoeira provides a strategy for these youth to cope with the 

challenges of their marginalization: “…in general [they] are going to have problems with, 

just, basically their day-to-day confrontations. And just capoeira itself, just letting them 

understand the history of being an oppressed people and how those oppressed struggled 

against society and how they made themselves strong by uniting together.”  Here, 

Besouro maps a path between capoeira’s history—“the history of being an oppressed 

people”—and practitioner experience in the present. Contemporary capoeiristas who have 
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experienced marginalization in their lives might thus find through capoeira an 

“understanding” of their oppressions in ways that open lines of access to empowerment 

and resistance. 

Paths to Freedom 

 As in the case of Fada and Macura, other interview participants called upon the 

paths to freedom trope when talking about capoeira’s history, its slave narrative, and its 

legacy of rebellion. In this section I want to focus on how this theme weaves within and 

through the stories research participants shared about their own lives, particularly when I 

asked them what capoeira has contributed to their personal growth. It became clear in 

hearing interview participants talk about their experiences that capoeira provides them 

with much more than a form of physical exercise or of cultural expression; instead it 

represents a philosophy of living that enables them to constructively confront, cope with, 

and ameliorate internal and lived oppressions.  

For example, Gata (Cat), a 37 year-old professional dancer who self-identifies as 

half Pueblo Indian and half German, said that in the three years that she’s been taking 

capoeira classes she’s found a more productive way to deal with her short temper. In her 

interview, she described her experiences working in an environment where she has “to 

deal with a lot of drunk people” who “can get kind of out of hand.” According to her, 

capoeira has helped her to grow both “physically and mentally” and “to handle situations 

better” because she’s “always been a scrapper.” In explaining what she meant by this, she 

drew connections between her job and her willingness to resort to physical violence 

whenever a customer (usually a man) pushed the limits with her. When I asked her if she 
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could provide a recent example of her choosing not to fight when in the past she might 

have, she told the following story: 

Let me see if I could think of something…So many things happen all the time. 

(laughs) Serious. Ugh. Some girl, at work, was like—and usually before—well, 

maybe that’s not a good example ‘cause I would never usually fight girls. But I 

don’t know, she pushed it, she was trying to, like, be aggressive with me and, like, 

put her hands on me and stuff, and I just brushed it off, brushed it off, and she 

kept trying and I was like, Are you kidding me? I was just able to like, distance 

myself from the situation without getting angry and able to walk away, no fights, 

you know? It was good. 

Gata readily admits that her anger inhibited her from walking away from these kinds of 

situations in the past, demonstrating that she understands fighting to be a negative 

reaction. In other words, her anger functioned like an internally imposed oppression that 

kept her from handling challenging situations in a non-violent way. Again, the rhetorical 

function of capoeira, which she says has given her the peace of mind to “walk away” 

from these situations, provides a path to freedom from this internalized oppression. Yet 

Gata faces a secondary, more ominous oppression in this example: the one inflicted upon 

her by the woman who treated her aggressively. As a dancer, Gata may very well 

experience blatant forms of objectification that undermine her right as a woman to work 

as a performer without being relegated to object status. I understand objectification to be 

a lived oppression caused by misogynist ideologies and practices, including dominant 

societal beliefs about womanhood, femininity, and beauty.  
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Misogynist societal influences commission the male gaze and even normalize it. 

Thus, Gata finds herself caught between her instincts to act out physically against these 

misogynistic attitudes (and who could blame her?) and between her desire to stay calm 

and walk away. In choosing to do the latter, Gata frees herself from the anger that would 

have previously incited a fight. Although some might argue that she failed to interrupt an 

unwarranted act of subjectification, I consider this to be a paradigm shift in how she 

chooses to handle these moments. I would also argue that in sharing this story in her 

interview, she is working toward an interruption. While I am not discounting that the 

experience she describes qualifies as an act of oppression, I am merely pointing out that 

in her interview she emphasized her own change in attitude as being the moral of this 

story. To put it another way, she seemed proud of the fact that she was able to overcome 

her tendency to “scrap.” Thus, we might understand Gata as someone who is in the 

process of walking a liberatory path, certain to locate new moments of empowerment 

along the way. 

Interventions in Historical Erasure 

Interventions in historical erasure occurred when interview participants wanted to 

call attention to omissions or oversights in capoeira’s history or its contemporary 

practice. Through the process of consciously naming the erasure and critiquing it, 

interview participants engage in acts of recovery that emphasize the importance for 

contemporary practitioners to learn about capoeira’s (ambivalent) history and traditions. 

As rhetorical scholars who do historical recovery work have shown, uncovering these 

buried contributions functions rhetorically to de-center dominant narratives and to make 
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room for those stories that have been obscured (see Glenn, Jones Royster, Logan, 

Johnson, Enoch, and Dolmage). When interview participants intervened in historical 

erasure, they did so in the following ways:  They noted a specific historical event that 

resulted in erasure (as Fada did when she talked about the burning of slave records); they 

highlighted African traditions and influences in the shaping of capoeira (as Macura did 

when she claimed that capoeira’s “mother” is Africa); they critiqued attempts to discredit 

African influences and developments; and they recognized the importance for 

contemporary capoeiristas to learn about the history. 

In his interview, Contramestre (CM) Dondi Enxu noted the burning of slave 

records, critiqued attempts to discredit African influences, and acknowleged the 

importance of capoeira’s history for contemporary practice. CM Dondi Enxu, who names 

himself as a Black Indian, leads the school where I conducted my research; a student of 

Mestre Acordeon, he has been teaching capoeira since 1996 and learning since 1994. 

Before finding his way to capoeira, CM Dondi Enxu trained in several martial arts styles 

and was a prized Mui Thai fighter. While teaching Mui Thai classes, CM Dondi Enxu 

met students who had trained in capoeira in other urban areas. At this point, he had 

already started learning capoeira independently, but he was able to combine what they 

taught him with what he picked up from “books, magazines, and videotapes.” CM 

Dondi’s interview indicates one way in which globalization affects capoeira’s practice 

abroad, since his first methods of learning the art were facilitated by the media; the 

accessibility of capoeira-related literature and films introduced him to the art and 

compelled him to want to learn, but he had no access to a formal teacher. In 1996, CM 
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Dondi Enxu started a capoeira group and facilitated group learning sessions (according to 

him, he was not the teacher, but helped organize the group). Soon after, Mestre Jelon 

Vieira, the first person to introduce capoeira to the US in the ‘70s, came to town to 

perform with his nationally recognized Folklorica Bahia group. CM Dondi Enxu and his 

group attended the performance, and afterward, one of the members invited Mestre Jelon 

to come to their class, and he accepted. During class, Mestre Jelon began calling out 

movements in Portuguese for the group to perform. As CM Dondi Enxu describes it, 

Mestre Jelon was not impressed; he started muttering derogatory words (which Dondi 

would not understand until years later) under his breath, expressing his dissatisfaction 

with their performance. In his interview, CM Dondi Enxu indicated that Mestre Jelon’s 

dissatisfaction stemmed from the group not doing capoeira “right”: 

Everything was bad to him, so he had a big talk with us….And he says to me, 

“Look, you’ve been in martial arts enough.” He said, “You know if you’re gonna 

do this and you’re gonna do it right…” He told me I need to train or go see a 

Brazilian mestre. He told me I need to go see Mestre Acordeon in Berkeley, in the 

Bay Area. So we was like, “argh”; we was kind of mad at first about it, like 

“Argh, man, what?” We was trying to impress him and we didn’t impress him. 

(laughs) So we did.…We called Mestre Acordeon and we talked with Mestre Rã 

at that time. And they said for us to come out there on this certain date. Come 

here, we’ll check you out and see if we can help you out, or whatever. 

Mestre Jelon’s reaction seems to be caused by the lack of knowledge among the group 

regarding basic practices, movements, and customs that had begun to be codified since its 
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inception as a Brazilian national sport. For example, CM Dondi Enxu recalled Mestre 

Jelon’s reaction to the berimbau he and his group made out of a local wood: “I don’t 

know what kind of wood we used from here in [the city], but it was definitely not strong 

enough for good berimbaus.”  Traditionally these instruments are made from the wood of 

a Biriba tree, indigenous to Brazil; without that particular kind of wood, the instrument 

does not harmonize with the music of capoeira. Further, because the group had not 

trained the movements in a formal class setting, it was likely that they weren’t executing 

them effectively. Thus Mestre Jelon’s assessment seems to be spurred by these 

shortcomings rather than the fact that they were not Brazilian or did not have a Brazilian 

mestre. Rather, he instructs them to contact Mestre Acordeon because, as someone with a 

holistic understanding of the art form, he would be able to provide them with the 

guidance needed to be able to learn about the fundamentals of capoeira. To take this point 

even further, Mestre Jelon’s censure echoes of the perils of learning capoeira without 

attention to its customs, since doing so means risking the loss of tradition—risks erasure. 

CM Dondi Enxu laughed when he told this story, almost as if to point out his naïveté. Yet 

that feedback was constructive for CM Dondi Enxu, because it compelled him to begin 

formal training with Mestre Acordeon and to immerse himself in learning the 

fundamentals central to capoeira’s practice. Eventually, CM Dondi Enxu developed one 

of the most vibrant schools in the area and at one point had over 200 students.  

 CM Dondi Enxu was implicated in effecting erasures in the beginning of his 

capoeira practice, but Mestre Jelon’s advice helped him to realize what he had been 

missing. I asked CM Dondi Enxu how important the history is to contemporary practice 
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and whether he sees a trajectory of people losing sight of the history. His response was 

yes, “especially here in America.” According to CM Dondi Enxu, many teachers are not 

encouraging their students to learn about capoeira’s history even though he 

acknowledged that “it’s very important.” He admitted to not spending much time in his 

own classes discussing history or Brazilian culture lately, even though in the earlier years 

of his school he “was heavy into teaching the roots”; back then he and his students would 

“read together” and watch Brazilian films to understand “how people are living their life” 

there. He explained that he feels like he doesn’t have enough time to concentrate on these 

things now that he’s down to only three classes a week but instead is “trying to get across 

more of things of the game and the etiquette so when [students] get involved with other 

people and other capoeira groups” they will have knowledge of these customs. Here, 

there seems to be conflicting values in what CM Dondi Enxu says about the importance 

of history to practice and what he feels he has to teach. With more classes, he could give 

more time to the history, but given his limited schedule, he feels obliged to focus on the 

“etiquette” so that students will be prepared when they encounter other groups.  

 Later, CM Dondi Enxu expresses concerns over teachers who edit out the African 

components of capoeira’s history:  

I know for a fact that there’s teachers who are leaving out the Afro aspect of 

capoeira. They’re not saying Afro-Brazilian, and uh, you know, maybe it’s not 

necessary, I don’t know. Uh, they feel like it’s not necessary. Me being of Afro 

descent, I wanna say Afro-Brazilian….I think they approach it in a manner that it 

is Brazilian. Just like now a lot of things that was Black cultural, or Mexican, 
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Latino culture has now become American culture. And sometimes you can be 

like, “Argh! We done lost the credit on it.” Because now it’s been taken over as 

just plain American culture….So I see some of that happening with capoeira now, 

that they don’t really say so much the African part, they just say Brazilian. And 

even some Brazilian teachers themselves. 

When CM Dondi Enxu said that as someone “of Afro descent” he feels it is necessary to 

“say Afro-Brazilian,” he connects his lived history with that of capoeira’s. In his 

interview he made clear that he has experienced the legacies of slavery and racism, 

noting specifically his experiences with poverty and with racially stratified urban housing 

developments (what he calls “housing projects”). In the above reflection, he points to the 

ease with which cultural expressions from minority populations get rearticulated “as just 

plain American,” while denying “credit” to the groups who created these expressions in 

the first place. He expressed frustration at this trend (“Argh!”) and therefore at the 

negligence of some capoeira practitioners in not crediting Africans for their role in its 

development. Similarly, Rosenthal found that during Getulio Vargas’ regime, a “rhetoric 

of racial democracy” acceded that the nation of Brazil was born under the tri-influence of 

African, Portuguese, and Native populations. This ideology maintained that systems of 

racial inequality in Brazil were not as rampant as in the US. Unfortunately this thinking 

led to cultural expressions like capoeira being called “simply Brazilian, a label that in the 

end aided the ongoing economic and cultural marginalization of the Afro-Brazilian 

population even as it paid lip service toward recognizing African contributions” (150-51). 

In describing the burning of slave records in Brazil, CM Dondi Enxu asserted that he 
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doesn’t “think people should ever do things like that, erase the bad things, like try to 

erase what Hitler did in Europe or something. I think we should all keep these things 

around so that we remember and don’t forget these things.” Hence forgetting leads to 

passivity leads to the repetition of these injustices. As Macura put it in her interview, “If 

you don’t know your past, then how are you going to know where you’re going?” In 

other words, if one doesn’t know capoeira’s past, then how can s/he possibly understand 

its future? 

 For Macura, an understanding of capoeira’s history is “the most important thing” 

for its contemporary practice. In her interview she spoke of her admiration for Mestre 

Acordeon because of “his respect for the roots” of capoeira. In her opinion, “coming from 

him, it should show that it is a very big part of what capoeira is, is that reverence for the 

history.”  As Macura continued explaining why the history is important, she said it’s 

important to remember what it provided for slaves—“an escape from the day,” release, 

expression, empowerment—because it helps contemporary practitioners to understand 

what it can provide for them. In her words, “We’re trading all this nastiness for this 

beautifulness. But we have to be willing to create this beautifulness.” Capoeira thus 

symbolizes the potential for people to find hope in hopelessness—to forge a positive 

creation out of cruelty—and that symbolism is made concrete through historical 

narratives of slave resistance. 

Admission of Ambiguity 

 Referring to capoeira, Rosenthal claims it “defies the dichotomies that 

characterize Western culture: the oppositional understanding of physical and intellectual 
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pursuits, high and low culture, dance and fight” (146). Many well-known mestres of the 

art form affirm this point, attempting to explain in words what can best be understood 

through practice. For example, Mestre Acordeon begins his book by recounting the 

responses of Mestres Pastinha and Bimba when he asked them, at separate times, “What 

is capoeira?” While Mestre Pastinha responded, “capoeira is everything the mouth eats,” 

Mestre Bimba said simply “capoeira is treachery.”  Yet Mestre Acordeon maintains that 

both definitions have their place in capoeira: “Despite the apparent incongruity of these 

Capoeira definitions, they do not conflict. For Pastinha…[capoeira is] all the things that 

come in life. For Mestre Bimba…capoeira is…the way of dealing with the dangers of 

life” (Almeida 1-2). To these interpretations, Mestre Acordeon adds, “it is…a strategy to 

face the contradictions of the world” (3). Stories of slaves using capoeira as a fight but 

disguising it as a dance or ritual turned up regularly in interviews with research 

participants, as when Fada said earlier that “slaves were brought over to Brazil and they 

practiced capoeira in the senzalas [slave quarters] but disguised it as a worshipping ritual 

because they weren’t allowed to practice a self-defense.” In narratives of slave resistance, 

there is often some element to the story that includes the strategies slaves used to elude or 

deceive slave masters and other authorities. The stories interview participants told were 

no exception. Everyone seemed to agree that capoeira is shrouded in contradiction, 

opposition, and ambiguity. 

 The admission of ambiguity trope speaks to these moments of ambiguity in 

capoeira’s history and contemporary practice. My aim here is not to try to clarify or even 

make sense of these seeming inconsistencies because I have already argued in chapter 
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two that they function as borderlands rhetorics that accommodate multiple interpretations 

and registers. Instead I want to direct attention to the rhetorical interplay between 

cunning, trickery, and deceit within capoeira’s past and present practice. If capoeira can 

be limited to an intended objective, it would be for one player to outsmart or out 

maneuver the other. To do so requires malícia, a form of cunning that Nestor Capoeira 

describes as “the basic element from which all other elements materialize” in capoeira 

(Roots 15). Although malícia translates literally to “malice, slyness,” in capoeira it 

functions as a form of cunning, embodied way of knowing that enables capoeiristas to 

“read” each other in such a way as to anticipate movements, plan counterattacks, react 

with a quickness, feign convincingly, dodge efficiently, and move seamlessly within the 

space of the roda (Nestor Capoeira 13; see also Downey 123-25). Needless to say, 

malícia is not something that comes easily at first, and it takes time to cultivate. Nestor 

Capoeira calls it “non-rational, lived, experiential knowledge,” (24) while Downey says it 

is a cure for gullibility, a kind of streetsmarts (123).  

I understand malícia to be similar to what Gloria Anzaldúa describes as la 

facultad, “an instant ‘sensing,’ a quick perception arrived at without conscious 

reasoning” that is most strongly cultivated within the most oppressed, vulnerable people 

within a society (60). One might understand la facultad as an innate response mechanism 

that enables Othered people to navigate through difficulties in the world via sensory 

experience. For Anzaldúa, la facultad offers Othered people agency; it provides a way for 

dealing with the unexpected, daily challenges that those who are marginalized face 

because it represents significant changes in awareness—a deepening of the senses (61). 
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La facultad, then, is an intuition, a form of “gut” knowledge—a kind of “felt” way of 

knowing. Similarly, malícia is a way of knowing, a deepening of perception, that helps 

capoeiristas maneuver not just within the game, but also within “the battle of life” 

(Nestor Capoeira 20). 

When Contramestre Dondi Enxu explained the concept of malícia in his 

interview, he noted that there’s “a lot of deceit in capoeira.” For him, this deceit 

originates from slaves’ need to distort or even fabricate the truth—to “act like they was 

this or that when in their heart they wasn’t” in order to “please their masters” and avoid 

physical punishment. CM Dondi Enxu specifically mentioned how slaves would 

masquerade their African deities as Catholic saints in order to maintain their own 

religious practices while at the same time satisfying their masters (see also chapter two). 

He said that in a historical sense, malícia recalls “that whole deceit, going with things 

that you don’t like but you have to because of the situation you’re in, and trying to find a 

way to get around it, through it, over and under it. [It all comes] from just the life of 

being through slavery, and just the life that went into capoeira.” Here, CM Dondi Enxu 

likens deceit to finding one’s way out of challenging circumstances—finessing the 

intricacies of an oppressive situation. In this way, his description is much like what 

Anzaldúa describes as la facultad, an inner knowing that stems from the experiences of 

the most oppressed people within a society. Malícia, then, makes possible the actions that 

aim to trick or deceive. As CM Dondi Enxu said in his interview, even though capoeira is 

comprised of lethal attacks and dangerous acrobatics, “We don’t fight capoeira. We 

play.” While we can never be certain that the reason capoeira is called a game stems from 
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its slave period we can rightly hypothesize that slaves engaged in cunning maneuvers to 

hide their practice of capoeira. And as chapter two illustrates, capoeira is not short on 

contradiction. Thus, the relationship we might map is thus: Malícia, as a cunning and 

embodied way of knowing, results in moments of trickery and deceit within a capoeira 

game. If Mestre Acordeon’s description of capoeira as “the art of facing danger with a 

smile on one’s face” is true, then having malícia means to be able to embody 

contradiction effectively. 

 Although Gata never mentions malícia explicitly in her interview, she seemed to 

be unfolding its slippery creases when she described what happens when she plays a 

game of capoeira. We were discussing the roda and I asked her what goes through her 

mind when she’s playing. She claimed that over-thinking inhibits the flow of her game: 

I try not to think of too many things, because if I do, everything gets messed up. 

(laughs) So when I go in there, I just—psst—wipe my head clean, I run in there, 

buy in, and just play the best I can, you know, and try not to think about anything 

because then everything gets jumbled up and I’m just worrying about what I’m 

doing. My best games are when I’m not thinking about anything at all, you know? 

The idea that she “doesn’t think” about anything while playing a game of capoeira seems 

contradictory: How does one turn her mind off when she’s actively moving and 

responding to someone else’s body movements? I was skeptical at first, so I asked her 

how she keeps herself from thinking. She replied: 

I try not to worry about what the other person’s doing…and I try not to worry 

about what I’m doing. I just move, and that’s it and, you know, I don’t even, like, 
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really look at the person. I’m looking, like, it’s kind of a periphery thing for me, 

‘cause if I focus right on the person… I’m like, “Aaahh!” trying to anticipate and 

then it all gets messed up.  

Greg Downey calls malícia “the great equalizer” because many who have practiced, 

researched, and written about capoeira claim that it’s a game where size and strength 

don’t matter; the player with the most malícia will always come out ahead (123). At only 

4’9” and 120 pounds, Gata might be inaccurately assumed to be at a disadvantage. But 

she is strong, and with her skill, I’ve seen her give men heads taller and nearly double her 

weight a run for their money in the roda—a point some might consider a paradox. If what 

Gata claims is true, that she can literally turn off her mind and rely on her sense of 

periphery vision in the roda, then she is relying on her own intuition in carrying out 

movements in a game. Thus, another contradiction: how does one rely on periphery when 

kicks and other strikes are flying toward her at powerful speeds and come out unscathed? 

I offer that Gata uses her developing sense of malícia, which brings together unconscious 

thought (a contradiction) and body memory, which she then uses to perform movements. 

Malícia is thus a strategy that merges past narratives of deceit, trickery, and cunning with 

present-day application. 

Productions and Interruptions of Social Hierarchies 
 

As stated earlier, a secondary aim of my research was to ascertain the ways in 

which US capoeiristas aided in the production and/or interruption of social hierarchies 

when they reflected upon their practice. When Mestre Bimba established the graduation 

ceremony, he instituted a ranking system within capoeira, where more experienced and 
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skilled students receive higher “ranks” and titles than beginners. In many capoeira 

schools, including the one where I conducted my research, this system continues, with 

students advancing to their next level of achievement in a ceremony called the Troca de 

Cordões, or Changing of the Cords. These ceremonies take place at the annual batizados 

that I mention earlier in this chapter. The color of a capoeirista’s cordão indicates her or 

his level of advancement within capoeira; the colors and stipulations for advancement 

vary across schools, but generally, white is the highest cordão one can receive, indicating 

Mestre status. Because the school where I conducted my research follows the cordão 

system, hierarchies are already in place. These hierarchies were made visible during 

classes, since students with the highest ranking cordões stood at the front of the class, 

went before less advanced students in drills “down the line,” and were called upon to 

demonstrate movements and to lead exercises. However, these orders were not always 

strictly followed; sometimes students with lower ranking cordões would go ahead of 

higher-ranking students and no one seemed to mind. In my interviews, though, the 

cordão system influenced how participants talked about and understood social hierarchy 

within capoeira spaces. 

 For example, I asked Fada about power dynamics within capoeira. She asserted, 

“there’s definitely hierarchies” and said that these hierarchies are made obvious in the 

ways that everyday practitioners “treat the mestres.” She went on to discuss the “power 

plays” that she notices in classes: 

You see it even within your own dynamic of class, I mean, people struggle for 

that hierarchy. But, I also feel like those are so inner struggles, too. Like when 
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someone is cutting you off to go down the line to do a drill. That’s their 

own…they’re trying to do a power play sometimes, but that’s their own struggle. 

Because what they’re doing is tripping over themselves. Cause in the end, when it 

comes down to it, in the end, what does it freaking matter? But maybe I can let go 

of that too ‘cause I don’t have any aspiration to be a mestra or like…I want 

capoeira in my life, but I don’t want to be so intent on this power—hierarchy.  

Here, Fada both reinscribes and interrupts the ranking systems in capoeira that authorize 

certain behaviors, such as one practitioner going before another. Fada seems to 

acknowledge that the order is a part of capoeira protocol when she says “someone is 

cutting you off to go down the line,” since she is referring to a student of a lower ranking 

cord cutting in front of a higher-ranking student. She herself wears a cordão amarelho 

(yellow cord) and is one of CM Dondi Enxu’s most veteran students; however, she asks, 

“what does it…matter?” as if to point out the simulation of a status that bears no 

relevance in the world outside of capoeira. As she tries to rationalize a motivation for 

capoeiristas who seem to buy into these orderings, she declares, “it’s ego. And for me, 

ego causes more suffering in life and complicates things more than necessary. But it 

definitely exists. It’s an element that’s there.”  In her interview, Fada expressed that she 

had no interest in letting herself get wrapped up in hierarchical structures, whether in 

capoeira or in her everyday life because doing so “complicates things.” As a person who 

does not enable the cordão system to be a sole motivator for her involvement in capoeira, 

and as a person who does not allow herself to be overruled by the echelons of capoeira 

structure, Fada undermines their potential to control her capoeira practice. Later, in her 
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review of this chapter, Fada pointed out that “the initial reason for higher ranking 

students to go first during a drill is so that people with less experience can see an example 

of how to do a movement. It is in their best interest to observe people who how people 

with more experience execute some of the more complicated movements, mostly for their 

own safety.” Fada’s correction in this instance suggests that she sees this practice as 

necessary for the safety of beginning students, not necessarily as a rigid inscription of 

hierarchy. Thus while she acknowledges that hierarchies exist within capoeira spaces, she 

views some forms of leadership and modeling as essential to the learning process. 

 As Fada recognizes, the cordão system can bear significant influence on 

contemporary practice. Gata experienced first-hand the extent to which cords are read as 

markers of prestige and privilege within capoeira circles and the ways in which they 

authorize capoeiristas in terms of skill and expertise. She described going to her first 

batizado in California, just when she was beginning to learn capoeira. At that point, Gata 

did not know anything about the cordão system or what different colors within the 

system signified. Because the only pair of capoeira pants she owned was too big for her, 

another student, Besouro, gave her a white cordão, which signifies Mestre, to wear to 

hold them up. He assured her that the white cordão was what beginners wore before they 

received the first, or green cordão. But at the event, Gata was “read” as suspect and 

impudent; she was, apparently, not authorized to wear this color: 

Gata: I didn’t know anything about cordão or anything. I got picked on so much, 

like, ugh. It was the worst trip ever. Like, everybody cared about that cordão so 

much, and Dondi was like, “Well, just take it off.” And it made me so mad that 
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people cared about it so much that I left it on. I was like, “Screw it; I’m gonna 

piss these people off as much as I can!” (laughs) 

Me: Why do you think it made people so angry? 

Gata: I don’t know, maybe because they thought I was trying to be something that 

I was not…which wasn’t the case at all. 

Me: Yeah, I mean, you had no idea. Which I wouldn’t have known either, you 

know? 

Gata:  When you’re first starting out… 

Me: Yeah, you just wanna hold your pants up, shit! (laughs) 

Gata: But when I seen how intense everybody got about it, I was like, “Oh yeah? I 

aint’ takin’ it off.” And I didn’t. I didn’t take that damn thing off until I got my 

green cordão. 

Even though Gata was intensely “picked on” for wearing the white cordão, she refused to 

let others’ investment in the ranking system infringe upon her choice to wear a belt that 

served no other purpose (initially) than to hold her pants up. As this dialogue indicates, 

Gata was motivated to continue wearing the cord once she realized the lengths to which 

other capoeristas would go to uphold rigid hierarchies that, for her, were taken too far. 

Instead of relinquishing control over the situation, she reasserted her autonomy and saw it 

as an opportunity to shift thinking about what her wearing the white cordão means, even 

if it meant angering these people in the process. Gata’s wearing of the white cordão thus 

symbolizes a moment of protest within the ranking system in capoeira. As a beginner 

with less than four months of capoeira at the time, she had no idea what the white cordão 
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meant, but to enable it to have that much power would have meant giving in to a system 

that tried to dominate her. Clearly, it was a system that she wanted to test, and did. 

 The irony of the cordão system is that it enforces hierarchies in an art form that 

was first imagined as a challenge to ideologies based on power and privilege. This is not 

to say that mestres and other high-ranking capoeiristas do not deserve respect. Given the 

amount of work, effort, and investment capoeira requires, I do not discount the 

contributions of these spirited individuals. At the same time, I think that respect, 

admiration, and gratitude can exist alongside egalitarianism. My concern is that the 

existence of unbending assumptions about capoeira’s ranking systems will attenuate the 

art form’s potentials to assuage systems of power built around race, class, gender, 

nationality, age, and other factors. I explore these potentials in detail in the next chapter. 

Looking Ahead to Capoeira’s Movement Abroad 
 

In this chapter, I have sought to trace the key moments in capoeira’s past that 

have propelled its globalization to explore how increasing trends in capoeira’s 

commodification, where it takes the form of classes rendered in exchange for pay, have 

affected its practice in a context outside of Brazil. Moments in capoeira’s historical 

narrative prove that the art form has the potential to confront and even effect change upon 

systems of power and privilege. Yet as I have argued in this chapter, the commodification 

of capoeira has both its advantages and drawbacks. Although its movement abroad has 

provided it with influence in terms of wider attention and audience engagement, its 

translocation has also exposed it to new forms of influence and interpretation.  
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   More research is needed outside of Brazil, especially in the form of interviews 

and participant observations with everyday practitioners, in order to understand what 

changes in the art form are taking place and their implications. As I have detailed in this 

chapter, interviews and discussions with US practitioners indicate that capoeiristas 

outside of Brazil are invested in learning about capoeira’s history and in maintaining the 

traditions and customs that inform its practice, but there is no doubt that cultural 

phenomena specific to the US affect individual capoeirista’s knowledge of capoeira’s 

history and philosophy, as well as how they apply this knowledge in their practices. 

Despite the challenges of a globalized capoeira that will no doubt be susceptible to new 

interpretations, I affirm its promise to re-stratify structures of domination built upon 

assumptions of difference and privilege. Bearing the fruit of these possibilities demands 

continued focus on the narrative of slave resistance and the ways in which practitioners 

articulate this history in relationship to their own lived experiences. In the next chapter, I 

investigate the potential of capoeira as a site for anti-racist coalition building across lines 

of difference and how this work is being imagined in the US and abroad.
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

CAPOEIRA AS COALITION:  
LOCATING THE POTENTIALS OF PERFORMANCE 

 
A capoeira é uma celebração da vida nos corpos que sofrem do opresão, uma espreção 
da liberdade que permite os pobres sentem ricos, e osfracos, forte.39 
 
Capoeira is a celebration of life in bodies that suffer from oppression, an expression of 
freedom that allows the poor to feel rich and the weak, strong. 
 
 
 In May of 2011, TV Brasil aired a five-part documentary on capoeira featuring 

Mestre Boneco of Capoeira Brasil. The film, Capoeira pelo Mundo, follows Mestre 

Boneco as he travels the world to find out how capoeira is practiced, understood, and 

transformed globally.40  But as the film demonstrates, capoeira is not just being 

transformed abroad, it is transforming individual practitioners and the social structures 

that impact their everyday lives. In part four, viewers witness Israelis and Palestinians 

coming together to play capoeira, despite the intense conflict that has long plagued these 

two groups. Mestre Boneco contends that capoeira possesses transformative potential, 

including the ability to bridge ideological differences such as the ones that have divided 

Israel and Palestine for decades. Some might call this claim an over idealization of the art 

form, but the practitioners I interviewed in conducting this research seemed to affirm 

similar beliefs. I consider their affirmations in this chapter to suggest that attitudes of 

individual practitioners toward the art form might provide solid ground for building and 

understanding communities and coalitions across lines of difference.  
                                                
39 Joseph, Janelle. “Transgressing Boundaries and Crossing Borders.” Women and Environments 
International. Fall/Winter 2005:  32-34. 
40 I was able to watch the documentary with a friend who had a copy, but I was never able to find the full 
version online. More about the film, including summaries and excerpts, can be found at: 
http://www.capoeiratv.com.br/.  
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In this chapter, I explore capoeira as a non-dominant site for coalition building, 

arguing that the combination of non-dominant site and non-dominant practice provides an 

especially unique opportunity for forging coalitions among practitioners committed to 

social justice. Considering the historical perspectives detailed in chapter three and the 

translocation of capoeira into global contexts, I examine the political implications and 

potential of the art form in a local context. First, I will discuss the capoeira academy as a 

non-dominant site that exemplifies a third space wherein communities are imagined and 

established across lines of difference. Next, I analyze interview participants’ discussions 

of community and family in relation to capoeira circles to demonstrate how their 

identifications can be used to move people to collective action. Finally, I present 

evidence of recent coalitions involving capoeira—Insituto Mestre Acordeon’s Projeto 

Kirimurê and Bidna Capoeira’s Project Palestine—to theorize the political potential of 

capoeira, focusing on the establishment of coalitions that are engaged in community 

activism.  

Capoeira as a Third-Space Site and Practice 
 

As indicated in chapters two and three, capoeira’s ambiguity as a practice (is it a 

dance, martial art, fight, performance?) and as a historical narrative can provide 

interesting opportunities for the development of the art in international contexts. 

Capoeira, always a mix of African and Brazilian tradition, marked by historical 

contradictions, possesses a symbolic mestiza identity. As this chapter illustrates, this 

identity, located in third-space transnational contexts, is crucial to understanding 

capoeira’s ability to serve activist aims. Chandra T. Mohanty links mestiza identity and 
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third space, noting that a mestiza consciousness situated in disputes about the 

connotations and significance of racist, sexist, and classist ideologies provides a vital 

framework for tracing feminist struggles (212). Although Mohanty’s work focuses on 

third world women’s involvement with feminisms, it speaks to capoeira’s social justice 

initiatives within transnational contexts: 

[Anzaldúa’s] notion of the uprooting of dualistic thinking suggests a 

conceptualization of consciousness, power, and authority which is fundamentally 

based on knowledges which are often contradictory. For Anzaldúa, a 

consciousness of the borderlands comes from a recentering of these 

knowledges—from the ability to see ambiguities and contradictions clearly, to act 

collectively, with moral conviction. (212, emphasis added)    

The interruption of false and limiting dichotomies enables collective action whereby new 

knowledges take shape and take on both meaning and significance. In this way, a mestiza 

consciousness leads to a “new mythos,” to the writing of new, alternative histories 

(Anzaldúa 1598). The struggle to rewrite history, then, is a struggle to right injustice. For 

capoeira such a struggle means being able to work with contradictions in its history and 

practice and using such contradictions as opportunities for social activism in a 

contemporary context.  

While feminist scholars (hooks 2000; Mohanty 2002; Hill Collins 2002; Davis 

2002; Carillo-Rowe 2005; Keating 2005) and sociologists (Bonilla-Silva 2006) have 

advocated the formation of coalitions to counter social injustices such as racism, few 

have suggested non-dominant sites in which such coalitions might be built. However, 
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Adela C. Licona’s recent scholarship on feminist zines by women of color argues that 

zines offer third space sites that work toward and embody coalition. If, as Bonilla-Silva 

finds in Racism without Racists: Color-blind Racism and the Persistence of Racial 

Inequality in the United States, US Americans41 tend to self-segregate according to race, 

then the process of coalition building necessarily becomes more complex, more difficult. 

Unfortunately, without offering plausible, non-dominant sites for such collaborations to 

take place, the idea of coalitions remains a figment, a dream to be realized only in 

academic circles and by those who already acknowledge that racism and other social 

injustices are problematic. Recognizing such potential outside of academia and within the 

“everyday,” where Philomena Essed argues that racist practices take form, are articulated, 

and shape ideology, provides a more viable solution to challenging ideologies and 

practices that result in injustices like racism while reaching greater populations of people. 

Third spaces located in the everyday can serve as more effective sites for forging 

alliances. As discussed in chapter two, third spaces include those spaces that exist outside 

of boundaries or binaries, the metaphorical “gutter” spaces. Anzaldúa calls such in-

between spaces la frontera, or the borderlands, noting that la frontera is characterized by 

mestizaje, a blending of cultures. Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano writes that “Anzaldúa enacts 

this consciousness in Borderlands as a constantly shifting process or activity of breaking 

down binary dualisms and creating the third space, the in-between, border, or interstice 

that allows contradictions to co-exist in the production of the new element (mestizaje or 

hybridity)” (11). Yarbro-Bejarano contends that race is a vital aspect of Anzaldúa’s work, 

                                                
41  I note US Americans specifically here because Bonilla-Silva’s study is limited to the US and because the 
capoeira academy in which I conducted my research is located in the US.  
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and she cautions scholars who may be inclined to remove her from her uniquely Chicana 

history (Bizzell and Herzberg 1584). Anzaldúa’s framework overlaps in important ways 

with coalition-based literatures, since “scholars agree that Anzaldúa calls for coalitions 

among all people who want to fight oppression” and because she “is committed to mixing 

art and politics and very aware that this agenda highlights the need to communicate 

effectively across cultural, sexual, and class boundaries” (Bizzell and Herzberg 1584, 

emphasis added). In congruence, David Guitierrez follows the work of anthropologists 

Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson in seeing “third spaces as ‘dynamic social sites where 

people construct senses of community based on recognition of cultural similarity or social 

contiguity’ and in reaction to externally imposed processes of ‘exclusion and otherness’”  

(Gutierrez 488). Within the context of this chapter, I use the term “third space” to refer to 

non-dominant spaces characterized by contradictions, taking on a both/and (i.e., 

inclusive) identity, existing in-between the dominant spaces of home and work, and 

carrying the potential to formulate connections across lines of difference. Such sites, I 

argue, promote Chandra T. Mohanty’s articulation of “imagined communities,” 

communities with political agendas for coalitional transformation (196).42 

 Working with these definitions of third space, the capoeira academy—a non-

dominant site –is an area marked by contradictions. The historical and definitional 

ambiguities surrounding the art form, combined with the art form’s ability to dispel 

stereotypes regarding gender (bodies are not divided by gender in capoeira, and bodies 
                                                
42 While Benedict Anderson first coined the term “imagined communities” to signify the way in which 
members of a nation imagine themselves as part of a larger political community, feminist scholars of color, 
most notably Patricia Hill Collins and Mohanty, have extended this term to include everyday and 
transnational people who share group identification and political agendas. I use the term in the latter sense 
in this chapter. 
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perform in ways that destablize gender divisions) and race (the art form’s colonial 

narrative), positions it deeply within the realm of contradiction, demanding that 

practitioners rethink “rigid dualisms.”  Further, in an international context, the capoeira 

academy complicates the African and Brazilian dichotomy as it transforms into new, 

representatively in-between territory. Embracing its Afro-Brazilian tradition and adapting 

to its new sociocultural context, the internationally situated capoeira academy necessarily 

becomes more inclusive, more amalgamated. 

 In addition, the commitment to the art shared among its practitioners provides a 

basis for building an imagined community. While the capoeira community does share a 

culture—the capoeira culture—such cultural understanding should not be seen as the sole 

basis for building community. Instead, capoeira in transnational locations mirrors an 

imagined community—“‘Imagined’ not because it is not ‘real’ but because it suggests 

potential alliances and collaborations across diverse boundaries” and implies “political 

rather than biological or cultural bases for alliance” (Mohanty 196). In other words, the 

imagined community is contingent and not guaranteed. Because the history of capoeira 

continually calls upon its practitioners to reflect upon and understand the oppressive 

nature of institutions such as slavery, to “decolonize” their minds, and to confront 

hegemonic ways of being and knowing, then the art form is saturated with political 

overtones and offers a unique site for establishing activist initiatives. 

Shared Spaces, Imagined Communities, and Coalitional Potential 
 
“The crossing of geographical borders has already affected [capoeira]. Today’s 
capoeirista should reflect on present day reality, thinking consciously and maturely about 
how to channel the force of capoeira in a positive direction. This direction should point 
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both towards personal gratification, as well as towards creating solutions for 
contemporary problems related to all those involved in the capoeira community.”   

--Mestre Acordeon  
 

At least 3 million people internationally were practicing capoeira in 1998, and the 

art has continued to burgeon ever since (Assunção 1). In describing why he thinks the art 

form is attractive to a US audience, Mestre Acordeon asserts that its allure resides in the 

difficulty of understanding a cultural history different from what many US students have 

experienced. In addition to its cultural appeal, Acordeon identifies the art form’s 

“extraordinary political potential” and its “power to fire contemporary debates focusing 

on the issues of race, ethnicity, and identity in diasporic communities” as factors which 

add to its value (Almeida “Notes” par. 4). These statements suggest that capoeira in a US 

context has important political implications and can take on meanings of social 

significance. If indeed capoeira possesses the ability to incite conversations about issues 

such as race among its practitioners—which in a color-blind society is certainly no 

simple feat—then it becomes much more than a means by which practitioners engage in 

physical and musical forms of expression. It becomes, in addition, a conduit in which 

people can take part in meaningful conversations of ideological significance. 43   

 Nestor Capoeira corroborates the characterization of the art as socially relevant in 

his most recent work, The Little Capoeira Book. He states: 

Capoeira can be a tool in the First World, a tool against the forces that tend to turn 

people into robots that do not think, do not wish, do not have any fantasies, ideals, 

                                                
43 This is not to suggest that capoeira in Brazil or in other countries does not have political implications, or 
that it is any less conscious-raising in that context than it is in the U.S. As I will show later in this chapter, 
such projects are already taking place in Brazil and in the Middle East and can serve as models for 
coalitions elsewhere.  
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imagination or creativity; a tool against a civilization that increasingly says one 

simply has to work and then go home and sit in front of a TV with a can of beer in 

hand, like a pig fattened for the slaughter. (qtd. in Rosenthal 264) 

Clearly, Nestor Capoeira’s comment here presents a critique of what he calls “First 

World” culture; in so doing, he establishes capoeira as a third-space site and practice that, 

like Mohanty notes, is poised to establish imagined communities across lines of 

difference. Yet, with this critique comes the view that capoeira can be seen as a practice 

which, in such a context, can have transformative effects on its practitioners. Namely, 

Nestor Capoeira suggests that capoeira acts to counter passivity in thought and action, 

fostering a critical consciousness marked by “imagination and creativity.” Similarly, 

Mestre Jelon Vieira has stated that “Globalization means Americanizing the world, and 

capoeira can decolonize the body and mind” (qtd. in Assunção 196). As suggested in 

these quotations, capoeira can be an instrument for challenging dominant ways of 

thinking and doing, a way in which practitioners learn to think for themselves. In so 

doing, they become resistant of hegemonies while shaping alternative ways of imagining 

the world. These practitioners suggest that capoeira becomes a conscious-raising form of 

expression characterized by resistance, which works towards progress. 

 Because so many practitioners adhere to the belief in capoeira’s history as one of 

slave resistance (see chapter three), resistance is perhaps the most important defining 

trope of capoeira in its international context (Assunção 195). Whereas capoeira was once 

exclusive to certain populations of people (mostly men), capoeira in the US and many 

other international contexts is open to everyone who wants to play regardless of race, 
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ethnicity, gender, class, history, religion, ability, or nationality. The connecting force of a 

diverse group of practitioners is, according to Assunção, the trope of “resistance against 

oppression or ‘the system’” (195). He goes on to state that “Capoeira has thus become not 

only a global style, but also part of a globalized subculture of protest…Together with 

other creole arts of the Black Atlantic, capoeira seems thus particularly able to provide 

the means and the language for an unconformist posture”  (195). Assunção likens this 

mentality to the attitude of “cool” introduced by jazz and blues artists whose work 

inspired ways of countering the racism of whites and served as a way in which they could 

confirm their beliefs and ideals even in the face of oppression (195). The trope of 

resistance, which facilitates the against-the-grain attitude Assunção describes, may take 

on diverse meanings and significance in different contexts. Furthermore, the trope of 

resistance can be useful in considering the potential of capoeira for coalitional purposes. 

If coalitions work to challenge unjust ideologies, then they are working within the realm 

of resistance. Further, as capoeiristas in international locations take on the mentality of 

resistance to dominance, as they become more informed of and by the history and 

meaning of the art form, then these understandings can be transferred and applied within 

everyday contexts in which capoeiristas are already practicing.  

  For example, Janelle Joseph, whose work on as capoeiristas Brasilieras 

(Brazilian women capoeiristas) illustrates the impact that women practitioners have had 

on the international movement of capoeira. Speaking specifically about women 

capoeiristas who have left Brazil to teach capoeira in international locations, Joseph 

keenly observes that the ways in which this group of practitioners has countered a 
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dominant society is much more complex than men who have done the same. For instance, 

not only are these women proving themselves to a Brazilian society in which men are 

given more opportunities than women, they are also working in international contexts to 

counter ideologies of racism, classism, and sexism. Establishing schools where they are 

paid well to teach capoeira, these capoeiristas prove that women’s bodies are capable of 

performing the same physical movements and exercises as men while subverting 

“prevailing notions of small, docile feminine bodies” (33). In so doing, women 

capoeiristas “alter the ways some women think about and react to violence,” empowering 

the women they encounter, especially when performing martial aspects of the art form 

(32).  For women in particular, capoeira provides a space in which difference is played 

out and renegotiated. As as capoeiristas Brasilieras are proving, not only is capoeira in 

its international context a place where “global capoeira communities as groups proliferate 

and make linkages across multiple nations” but it empowers disenfranchised and 

marginalized groups to be proactive in effecting change (Joseph 33). Likewise, the 

interviews I conducted with individual practitioners illustrate that many capoeiristas, 

even those not from Brazil, see capoeira as an enfranchising enterprise—one that 

provides them with opportunities for self-transformation and that fosters community 

affiliations.  

Community and Family Metaphors: Expressions of Belonging and Shared Interest  

References to community and family were frequent in my interviews with 

individual practitioners and often came up when I asked practitioners what aspects of the 

art form they appreciated and why. Interview participants framed their identifications 
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with other practitioners around the shared space of capoeira, and then pointed to these 

identifications in describing their capoeira relationships as like a “community” or 

“family.”  However, the articulations of these concepts are complicated: Although widely 

cited as “core ideas” that “[form] the bedrock of social relations, that [shape] social 

structures, and that [make] those structures comprehensible to people,” terms like family 

and community may be universally understood as important but their meanings may yield 

widely different interpretations (Collins, “New Politics of Community” 8). I demonstrate, 

however, that practitioners use familial and community affiliation to express group 

belonging and to affirm a shared interest in the practice of capoeira. These interpretations 

of family and community resonate through each of the interviews I conducted. I suggest 

that these identifications, in conjunction with practitioners’ spatialized performances, can 

be used to move capoeira practitioners to collective action.  

Interview practitioners used the words “community” and “family” 

interchangeably during the research process to describe their relationships with other 

practitioners. These descriptions often came up when I asked practitioners what they 

appreciated about capoeira or what they felt they had gained in practicing the art form. 

For example, during my interview with Macura, she explained that growing up as a 

multicultural person in a predominately Latino/a neighborhood often made her feel 

isolated and out of place. With light features and blue eyes, Macura passes as White, even 

though she is Mexican and Native American as well as Irish and Dutch. Her appearance 

led others, like a former best friend’s boyfriend, to call her derogatory names and to 

ostracize her from her group of Latino/a friends. When she began doing capoeira, she saw 
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it as a “place of culture” that seemed to welcome everybody. That feeling of welcome 

was important for Macura given her past feelings of exclusion; she explained that she 

“always wanted…to be part of [a] community and have people and have culture.” Even 

though not all practitioners are Brazilian, Macura feels that “this is a culture that 

embraces everybody” and provided her with a space of belonging. 

Macura describes this yearning for belonging as a natural human desire. For her, 

capoeira becomes a shared space that can foster community: 

It brings everybody together, but you’re still focusing on Brazilian culture.…it’s 

an innate feeling to wanna feel community and culture. And so, all of us may not 

have the same religious beliefs, or we all may not have the same features, and so 

capoeira becomes that culture. It becomes your community. It becomes it doesn’t 

matter if you have slanted eyes and I have blond hair. You have brown skin, but 

you have black skin. We can all communicate with each other and have a 

universal language through this art. And I think that…that, for me, has always 

been something that’s been very attractive. Because I think that’s all we want, is 

for everybody to find that One Love. And through capoeira, I would like to think 

that that’s one of the positives. 

For Macura, the “universal language” that practitioners share in capoeira acts as an 

overpass between the individual differences that they may have. The common ground 

that Macura describes in the above excerpt allows practitioners to interact and relate with 

one another through a shared practice and language, and these interactions can and often 

do lead to community identifications among group members.  
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 Gata similarly affirms that capoeira has allowed her to connect with people that 

she might not have otherwise if not for capoeira: “I think that’s really cool…we have this 

family of people that I woulda never had if I didn’t start capoeira.” Gata explained that 

the people she has met in capoeira “come from different walks of life” but that capoeira 

stands as their unifying force. When I asked her whether she thought anything good 

might ever come out of people coming together and sharing capoeira, she replied:  

Yeah, definitely. Friendships…just closeness…to other people, because I’m not, 

me myself, I’m not really like [a] social person, I’m not out talking to people, you 

know, getting together with people. I don’t go out, but now that I have capoeira I 

have these people that, we’re all connected now, and I’m like, Wow, I never had 

that before, really. You know, sometimes I would have a little set of friends here 

and there but nothing, like, really that we shared something like so, like…you 

know, that was so big in common. 

Here, Gata rhetorically positions herself as a part of a family of capoeiristas and attributes 

that her feeling of belonging (“we’re all connected”) to a shared (“we shared something”) 

practice (“I never woulda had if I didn’t start capoeira”). Further, Gata notes that 

practicing capoeira has shifted her typically anti-social behavior and fostered 

“friendships” and “closeness” with other practitioners. Like Macura, her involvement in 

the art form has provided her with a sense of belonging that she acknowledges was 

lacking before participating in the art.  

 When I asked Besouro what he appreciates about the art form, he responded 

instantly with “the community.” He explained that he felt the capoeira community helped 
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make him “a stronger man” because he has received valuable advice and counseling from 

the other capoeira practitioners. Besouro often uses the term quilombo in reference to his 

home capoeira group, so I asked him to explain what he means in using the term. His 

explanation further illustrates how family and community metaphors are used to describe 

the relationships that exist among capoeira practitioners: 

…a quilombo is a group of people of like-minded, of like-minded attitudes and 

behaviors that band together and form a pseudo family….Although we all come 

from different backgrounds, different relationships and what-not, capoeira is a 

quilombo, we’re a family. We help each other out, when time, when need arises, 

and we try to be there for each other, and we try to make things a communal 

effort. So I try to reinforce that with the group by saying we’re a quilombo.  

Although Besouro chooses “family” to describe the meaning of quilombo in this instance, 

it can be juxtaposed with his use of “community” in previous portions of his interview. 

For Besouro, the relationships he has formed in capoeira resemble the relationships that 

exist within a family since they involve a community of people who provide help, 

support, and participatory engagement. Besouro implies that these relationships involve a 

significant level of trust, since he mentions that he seeks and has gained advice from 

other members of the group that have contributed to his own personal growth.  

 As discussed in chapter one, the term quilombo refers to communities of escaped 

slaves, and the term figures prominently in the competing theories surrounding capoeira’s 

origins as well as in the narrative of slave resistance (Assunçao 6). Mestre Acordeon 

writes that these “independent villages” had “independent socio-economic organization 
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and commercial relations with neighboring cities,” and he likens them to a “political 

universe parallel to the social system opposed upon them” (14-15). Capoeira legend holds 

that the Quilombo dos Palmares thrived for several decades, despite numerous attempts 

to obliterate it (see Acordeon, Assunçao, Downey, and Quilombo). When Besouro refers 

to his capoeira group as a quilombo, then, he makes two noteworthy rhetorical moves: 

First, in using a word that recalls the narrative of slave resistance, he transfers the 

possibility for emancipatory action to a contemporary context. In other words, a capoeira 

“family” represents a group with shared interests (“like-minded attitudes and behaviors”) 

that possesses potential for collective action (“communal effort”). Second, he imagines a 

community of people that stretches across time and space—a community whose shared 

interest in capoeira, both past and present, unites them. 

 In her interview, Fada explained that all the elements of capoeira—the music, the 

history, the movements, and the community—come together to create an unparalleled 

experience. Fada found it difficult to pinpoint what most appeals to her about capoeira, 

and instead discussed what she appreciates about each aspect of the art form, saying “it’s 

such an all-encompassing thing, it all comes together.” Like the music and history of the 

art form, community plays a significant role in how Fada understands the value of 

capoeira: 

It’s inexplicable really, the kind of experience. All of it comes together…singing, 

movement, the Axé, just the community, the feeling of connectedness when 

you’re at an event and you just meet total strangers and everybody’s happy to be, 
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you know, sharing this common experience of capoeira. Bringing people together 

and just that connectedness. 

Fada’s use of “community” to describe her experience in capoeira points to the art form’s 

capacity to facilitate belonging, since apparently, “total strangers” find connections and 

all come together through their shared interest in the art form. Fada describes capoeira as 

a series of elements that each contributes to its unique worth because according to her, 

“you can’t fully experience capoeira without all of those elements.” In this way, the 

feeling of community connectedness that Fada gains from participating in capoeira is on 

par with her appreciation for the art form’s music, movements, and history; these 

elements fuse to create the capoeira experience. When I invited Fada to consider what 

causes the feelings of connectedness she describes—how it happens—she, like Macura, 

attributed it to inherent human needs: 

I think it’s like with anything that people come together to experience. It’s like 

when you’re in a Yoga class and you all chant “Om” together. It’s like all of your 

voices become one note and you feel that connectedness. I think it’s something 

that human beings, from who knows how far back, have always had an affinity 

for, is connectedness. I mean, there are some people who don’t. There are some 

people who prefer to not to be. But that community and that connectedness, I 

think it’s just an innate human desire. 

Here, Fada links experience to the formation of community: As capoeira practitioners 

participate in the art form together, they create meaningful bonds fused by a mutual 

appreciation for capoeira. Sharing thus leads to belonging. The performance of capoeira 
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produces the community that is imagined. Interestingly, experience here is both bodily 

(expressed through the body, as capoeira requires bodily movement and singing) and 

embodied (lived and experienced through the body, as capoeira practitioners do capoeira 

in their everyday lives). Experience represents a bodily force that induces feelings of 

community among practitioners—a reaction of rhetorical proportions. In effect, bodily 

force and rhetorical function act in conjunction to catalyze the community metaphor that 

circulates within capoeira discourses.  

 In my conversation with Contramestre Dondi, he first brought up themes of 

family and community when discussing the ways that he has been able to find 

connections between the art form’s history and practice and his everyday life. He feels 

that capoeira has enabled him to negotiate the challenges that come with difference. Even 

though people involved in capoeira may vary in their “approaches” and “attitudes,” 

Dondi feels that the practice itself helps him “to connect no matter how different 

someone may be, to find a way to connect [with others].”  He goes on to compare 

capoeira to a family, and he uses both the terms community and family to describe the 

relationships that exist between practitioners. At one point, he compares the negotiation 

of “different personalities” in the capoeira space as what one might experience in dealing 

with a “brother or sister”: According to him, one learns how not to “get upset” but just 

deal with these differences as they come. When I asked him to explain what he meant 

when he described capoeira as a family, he offered several details. For one, maybe 

practitioners are inspired by the openness of Brazilian culture, taking cues from 

Brazilians who are “always ready to feed you with what little they have.” Or maybe the 
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closeness comes from the Axé, or spiritual energy, that is created in the roda (circle). 

After concluding that the feeling of family is “kind of like a mystery,” Dondi turned the 

question back on me and asked me for my opinion, a move that is reflective of the 

informal, dialogic nature of the interviews I conducted and of the practice of capoeira 

itself, since players converse with each other through bodily movement. In my response, I 

posit that maybe it has to do with the spatial interactions that take place between players 

in the roda: 

I don’t know.…I think maybe it has something to do with you being in such close 

proximity when you’re in the roda. You know like, um, I’ve had moments when 

I’ve played people and it’s really, you know they can make me mad, or they can 

make me laugh, or they can—but, in the same way, I feel like even, even in those 

moments when I do get angry, we come together, because we push through it…. I 

think that in capoeira, sometimes, you get a really diverse range of people not just 

in terms of race and class but also age and also ability. And so when you’re in 

such a close space sweating and exchanging, like, you know, this energy I guess, I 

feel like that has something to do with it, but I don’t know.  

As I reflect on my response to Dondi, I understand that capoeira produces the space of 

the roda (circle) that is bound by shared practice: The intentional configuration of a circle 

implies a shared focus on the action that is taking place in the center. The circle also 

symbolizes life, continuation and connection, and protection; when bodies come together 

in this space, they make manifest these meanings. Similar to the experience/connection 

paradigm that Fada introduced, my explanation in the above passage links experience to 
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the metaphor of family. Here, I suggest that the sharing that takes place in the roda is 

physical and spatialized: Bodies move in “close proximity” while they exchange sweat 

and an “energy” that is created in the moment. Here, physical sharing leads to emotional 

connection—body and spirit come together to create a familial atmosphere. The fact that 

practitioners play in such close proximity results in them crossing normalized/distanced 

physical boundaries in interesting ways. Feminist critical geographer Robyn Longhurst 

explores the ways in which bodily fluids create physical boundaries and spatial 

relationships in her book Bodies Exploring Fluid Boundaries, arguing that 

[w]omen are often understood to be in possession of insecure (leaking, seeping) 

bodily boundaries; in particular they may leak menstrual blood, and milk from 

their breasts. It is commonly thought that such bodies are not to be trusted in the 

public spaces of Rational Man. Men, on the other hand, are often understood to 

have secure (autonomous) bodily boundaries—bodies that are ‘in control’…these 

conceptual codings of bodies have little to do with the actual flesh and blood of 

women and men but in constructing relationships to space they are a powerful 

force. (2) 

In other words, Longhurst claims that bodily secretions play a significant role in the 

creation of spaces and boundaries between people (23). In the classes I observed, men 

and women practitioners were always visibly sweaty, and although Longhurst claims that 

sweat and other bodily discharges often result in “feelings of abjection,” practitioners 

engaging one-on-one never seemed to pay noticeable attention to each other’s sweat in 

the classes I attended (23). In fact, capoeiristas began the game by shaking hands, and at 
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times, hugged as the game ended. This frequent and customary physical contact between 

practitioners indicate that they are comfortable with their own and each other’s bodies 

and were willing to walk in and out of each other’s personal spaces—produced as shared 

space by the exchanges that occur in the roda—even if not engaging in capoeira 

movements. 

 Dondi takes my response even further by agreeing that he, too, has met and 

developed relationships with people in capoeira that he feels he might not have otherwise. 

He then references the themes of shared experience and the expression of belonging that 

are present in the previously described interviews: 

Yeah, and for me, too, in capoeira, I’ve come across, more than any other thing, 

once again, that, uh, a lot of people, if I hadn’t of met them in capoeira, then I 

would have never met them or hung out with them. Because of their work, or their 

education background, or where they came from…[B]eing in capoeira, I think 

people are looking for something. They want—because all of us used to have this, 

no matter what background we came from—all of us used to have this type of 

family and traditions and etiquettes…and I think a lot of people still look for that 

and when they find capoeira, it just all connects and we all become one, like 

family... 

Similarly to Macura and Fada, Dondi alludes to an intrinsic motivation for the 

establishment of human connection. When people are missing that connection in their 

lives, he offers that they are able to find it in capoeira. For Dondi, the shared interest in 

the art form, along with the instinctive urge for human bonds, drive the development of 
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close-knit relationships. He revisits the theme of family moments later in his interview 

when I ask him what he most appreciates about the art form. He recalls leaving home 

when he was just sixteen years old and living a life of travel and resistance to family 

because he sought independence. His involvement in capoeira for the past sixteen years 

has fostered lifelong relationships that add to his appreciation for the art form: 

…now I know people in capoeira longer than any people I’ve ever known in my 

life, whereas before I wasn’t looking for that type of relationship, with anything. I 

just wanted to go places, meet people, and then move on. But with capoeira, it just 

got me more grounded and being around the same people, in contact with people 

since ’96. Longer than any other people in my life… so, uh, that’s been very 

important to me in capoeira. 

Like Besouro, Dondi not only values the relationships he has built with others in and 

through the practice of capoeira, he believes it has contributed to his personal growth: He 

says it “got [him] more grounded.” Here Dondi seems to suggest that capoeira has 

provided him with a level of stability that was perhaps missing in his life before he began 

practicing the art form. He has been able to maintain meaningful relationships through his 

practice of the art form, and he expresses gratitude for these relationships in his 

interview. 

 The family and community themes that are advanced and reciprocated in these 

interviews comprise significant ideological stances that may guide the development of 

coalitional practices. Patricia Hill Collins has recently made the case for reinterpreting 

the concept of community as a “political construct” that can be used to disassemble 
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overlapping and interconnected structures of dominance in a way similar to feminists’ 

“politicization” of the concept of family (“New Politics of Community” 10). She writes: 

“Because the idea of community is ubiquitous, versatile, multifaceted, and able to 

marshal emotions that move people to action, it is a potentially powerful idea for crafting 

diverse political projects” (“New Politics of Community” 12). Collins explores five 

contexts in which the concept of community steers politically motivated agendas, 

pinpointing the qualities that these locations have in common.44 Collins finds that “the 

sites are socially meaningful to people: the language of community is present, visible, 

and emotionally relevant”—a feature that is especially relevant to my discussion of 

community themes within capoeira (“New Politics of Community” 13). As illustrated by 

my conversations with individual capoeiristas, capoeira provides a space where the 

concept of community is expressed in ways that yield affective responses from 

members—responses that I suggest might provide stimulus for projects of political 

proportions. Further fueling these projects are the individual transformations claimed by 

practitioners. 

Racialized Embodiments and Spatialized Performances 

 Interview participants often discussed their racialized subjectivity in relation to 

their capoeira practice, though the issue of race played out more significantly in some 

interviews than others. In my interviews with CM Dondi and Macura, for example, the 

topic of racialized subjectivity was discussed at length, whereas in my conversations with 

Besouro and Fada race was discussed, but to a lesser degree. Gata seemed to avoid the 

                                                
44 The five contexts that Collins explores include gated communities, grassroots politics, imagined 
communities, community service (and its relationship to citizenship), and community organizing. 



158 
 

subject for the most part, though she did assert that her use of the term “diversity” in her 

interview referred to people of different socioeconomic backgrounds and life interests, 

but not to race specifically.  Although each interview began with interview participants 

self-identifying in terms of race, gender, class, profession, and so forth, the topic of race 

was further developed when participants reflected on the ways in which their own 

experiences related to the history and practice of capoeira. Interviews suggest that 

participant experience is closely linked to her/his racial, ethnic, gender, and class 

background, and that these subjectivities inform the ways in which participants find or 

express connections to capoeira.  

Following Michael Omi and Howard Winant, I use the term “racialized” in this 

section to call attention to the process of racial formation and also to challenge the notion 

that racial categories are fixed. Omi and Winant posit that racial constructions of identity 

are imbedded with socially, culturally, and historically contingent meanings, and they 

argue that race is fundamental to the shaping of people’s social experiences and lived 

realities (55-56). The theory of racial formation thus calls attention to the relationship 

between sociohistorical factors and race. Along similar lines, the concept of racialization 

indicates “the processes by which ideas about race are constructed, come to be regarded 

as meaningful, and are acted upon” (Murji and Solomos 1).  I choose the term 

“racialized” in describing my interviews because it enables me to emphasize the 

processes, experiences, and institutional forces that have shaped how my participants 

understand their racial identities.  As I illustrate, when research participants discussed 
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race, it was always in relation to a personal experience that made race meaningful in their 

own lives, and these experiences were often saturated with sociohistorical meaning.  

 For example, in my interview with CM Dondi, he mentioned that capoeira 

appealed to him because of his personal experiences growing up in New York and in 

North Carolina.  When I asked him to expand on his upbringing and how it related to his 

interest in capoeira, he described a hard-knock life in which he experienced poverty, 

violence, and systemic racial discrimination: 

From The Jerk,45 “I was a poor Black child.” (laughs.) Well, I was born in Harlem 

and I grew up down South from the time I was like 6 years old, till I moved back 

to NY when I was 19, almost 20. But growing up in North Carolina, my family 

moved into projects, into housing projects. Which were like poor Black people. 

And, uh, at the time we was growing up, I don’t know, we didn’t really think of 

ourselves poor, I mean, things was tough, but we didn’t think it was a bad thing. 

You know, as kids, maybe our parents were stressed, I’m sure my dad was, but 

growing up in that environment, everyone packed into these stone brick houses—

it was not like living in the projects in NY, which I have lived also…The projects 

here was like two stories, but it’s a bunch of people packed into these areas, and 

uh, you got to experience a lot of things. A lot of violence, a lot of growing up 

fast, a lot of learning about everything fast. Learning how to survive, to—if you 

ain’t the biggest and strongest, you have to learn how to be clever and to be able 

to go around, under, over the top, through things in a different way. And in 

                                                
45 A reference to the 1979 film comedy starring Steve Martin, where the lead character is raised by a Black 
family and grows up believing he is Black. 
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capoeira, that was one of the things stressed about capoeira and the roots of 

capoeira.  

In this first part of his response, CM Dondi lays out important socioeconomic factors that 

make up his racialized experience, including intersections between race and class (he 

describes himself as a “poor Black” person in more than one instance in the above 

passage, and he says the housing projects were “like poor Black people,” since they were 

the primary residents who lived there). The links between race and economic class have 

been well documented. In fact, according to the 2012 Statistical Abstract of the United 

States, compiled by the US Census Bureau, the median household income in current 

dollars was $62,545 for white families and $38,409 for Black families in the year 2009. 

While these numbers show significant growth from 1990 numbers—up from $36,915 for 

white families and $21,423 for Black families—the income gap persists along racial lines 

(“Money Income of Families”). By using “poor Black people” as a descriptor for the 

housing projects in which he lived, Dondi seems to acknowledge the income disparity 

between whites and Blacks, which often results in violence and forces young people of 

color to discover new, non-dominant ways of maneuvering within a system that has 

granted them limited opportunity. As he continues, he expands on this point: 

The people that was doing capoeira, it was the same thing, that they were learning 

to survive through any means necessary, you know, and from a lot of hustling, 

making their living the best way they can, and uh, so that’s how—I think it made 

it easy for me spiritually—I wanna say spiritually because during that time when I 

would meet Brazilian teachers and stuff, they would always say to me that I had 
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this Axé (spiritual energy) and that I had this spirit of if I was like a Brazilian. And 

I would say, “Well, I grew up the same way you have, man. It’s no different here 

in America; I grew up the same way many of you have, in the favelas46 and being 

poor.”….I used to always teach the whole roots, that it was from people of 

African descent. People who was living the lowest of lives and had things tough 

and hard and not things easy.  

Here, Dondi makes an explicit connection between his life in the projects and the roots of 

capoeira, since his experience mirrors the lives of those in capoeira who “had things 

tough and hard.” In both cases, the goal of survival is achieved by “any means 

necessary,” and comes down to “making their living the best way they can.” Again, in 

situations of limited opportunity, which Dondi sketches along racialized lines, those who 

are “living the lowest of lives” will develop tactical ways of negotiating the challenges 

and hardships that life presents to them (as he puts it, “if you ain’t the biggest and 

strongest, you have to learn how to be clever and to be able to go around, under, over the 

top, through things in a different way”). In his interview, Dondi linked these challenges 

to his racialized background—which is closely linked to his economic background—

observing that the roots of capoeira offered a reflection of his own embodied, lived 

experience. 

 Like Dondi, Macura talked about her racialized subjectivity in relation to how it 

affords her connections between her embodied experience and her practice of capoeira. 

She talked about racialized subjectivity mostly in terms of her mestiza, or mixed race, 

                                                
46 Shantytowns in urban areas of Brazil, where many impoverished and working class people live.  
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identity but she also brought up her marriage to a Black man and her experience as a 

mother to biracial children. As I noted when I introduced Macura in earlier chapters, she 

identifies as a person of mixed-race (Mexican, Dutch, Native American, and Irish) 

heritage, and she describes herself as someone of fair complection who passes as white. 

In her interview, she recalled how her physical appearance often led others to judge her 

unfairly, especially in her adolescent years when she was being raised by her Mexican 

grandmother in a predominately Latino/a neighborhood. At the same time, Macura 

observed how her grandmother’s elite class background resulted in negative feelings 

toward local Mexicans on her grandmother’s part: 

She’s like “You talk”—‘cause she’s like Mexican from Mexico City, you know, 

this prestige and this, “I can’t stand the way Mexicans talk here…and you talk 

just like them,” is what I’d hear all the time. And it’s like, well, that’s who I live 

around, that’s my friends, what are you talking about?.... But then also, this 

feeling of still not, um, totally being embraced because I was always this white 

looking one out of everybody. It was so weird. One minute it was like, pinche 

gringa, you know, the stupid white girl, but then the next minute, “You’re not 

white, though.” And so, it was like, one second you love me, and the next second, 

you know, whatever. So just not ever feeling like I had the love from anybody, 

like a consistent love. You know what I’m saying? 

In this portion of her interview, Macura expresses frustration at the fact that her racial 

identity caused judgment from both family and friends. Her grandmother chastised her 

way of speaking Spanish, which led to her not feeling acceptance from her Mexican 
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family. At the same time, her close friends made her feel like she was too white to ever 

be considered one of them. Here, Macura’s experience resembles Gloria Anzaldúa’s 

struggle to reconcile her own ambiguous racial identity as a person caught between US 

and Mexican culture—an identity that inspired her theory of mestiza consciousness:  

Cradled in one culture, sandwiched between two cultures, straddling all three 

cultures and their value systems, la mestizo undergoes a struggle of flesh, a 

struggle of borders, an inner war….Like others having or living in more than one 

culture, we get multiple, often opposing messages. The coming together of two 

self-consistent but habitually incompatible frames of reference causes un choque, 

a cultural collision. (100)  

Macura’s racialized embodiments led to feelings of rejection, and Macura struggled to 

find “a consistent love” that would accept her for the ambiguous racial position she 

claims. This lack of love and acceptance had even more significant consequences for 

Macura: 

…the anger that I had from all of that—not having your family, feeling a self-

hatred almost at times, to then being a girl and having a boyfriend break your 

heart, and not necessarily being the pretty one because I wasn’t dark complected, 

so the guys, even if they did like me, they wouldn’t like me because, for one, I 

was a tomboy. And it’d be like, “Well, you don’t even dress like a girl.” And 

being turned away by guys but then when a guy did like me, he’d like pull away 

‘cause somebody would say something because he was Mexican. My best friend’s 

boyfriend was like Brown Pride and he was so mean to me. He was so mean to 
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me. And he was like, “Can you get this fuckin’ white girl outta my face? I can’t 

even look at her.” You know, straight up that kind of stuff, leading up, looking 

back, to making you this festering ball of just anger and hatred for yourself. And 

so you just put it off on to everyone else. 

As this excerpt illustrates, Macura’s inability to fit neatly into fixed racial categories 

resulted in a great deal of pain during her formative years and caused her to turn to anger 

as a coping mechanism. According to her, her feelings of “self-hatred” stem from her 

racialized embodiment: She claims that she was never “the pretty one” because she 

“wasn’t dark complected,” and she says that boyfriends would lose interest seemingly 

because of their incompatible racialized identities (“somebody would say something 

because he was Mexican”). Even more shocking, her best friend’s boyfriend verbally and 

emotionally abused her because he was so into “Brown Pride” that he couldn’t “even 

look at her.” Macura goes on to explain that capoeira offered her a way of coping with 

the anger she felt and helped her to come to terms with her racialized identity. As I 

explain in the previous section, Macura found in her capoeira practice a community that 

was accepting of people of all cultures and all walks of life. Through capoeira, she found 

the “One Love” and the acceptance she felt was missing in her early life. 

 Similar to Macura’s experience as a woman of mixed-race identity, Fada 

described in her interview feeling socially outcast as a person of multiple nationalities 

(Italian, Mexican, Ukranian, German, and French) whose physical appearance is marked 

by fair skin. In her interview, she described how capoeira provided her with freedom of 
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self-expression despite the “things in [her] life that insidiously oppressed [her].” She 

specifically mentioned early childhood experiences, so I asked her if she could elaborate: 

I grew witnessing a lot of violence, I guess you could say, within my own family 

and then within the neighborhood….So, there’s a lot of fear that comes out of 

that. Uncertainty about future life, whatever. No direction. I didn’t have direction 

from my own family because my parents were young. They were good parents, 

but they were just young and misguided themselves. Um, and then self-identity. I 

went to a predominately Hispanic school and I wanted to desperately to fit in, but 

I was different, you know. A lot of people experience that; it’s not anything 

unique, but it’s unique to me.  That sense of belonging and not really having a 

strong sense of self.  

Aside from being exposed to violence at an early age, Fada associates her fear and 

uncertainty with her inability to “fit in” at a school where she did not identitfy with the 

majority racial category. Although she acknowledges that this experience is “not anything 

unique,” she affirms that it resulted in feeling like she didn’t belong and that it unsettled 

how she viewed herself. Although Fada did not talk about her racialized subjectivity to 

the same extent as Dondi and Macura, she does admit that race played a role in how she 

perceived herself in relation to her peers—namely, causing her to feel like a social 

outsider in school. Later she explains that capoeira allowed her a space for “self-

discovery” where she, too, found a kind of belonging: “It unfolded as I was doing it. The 

benefits of it were just a pleasant surprise, I guess, in how much it enriched my life and 

the impact it had.” 
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 Besouro first brought up the topic of race when I asked him to explain what 

capoeira is to him—how he understands it. His response to this question reveals that 

capoeira provides him with a link to a history that he embodies as a person of African 

lineage: 

A connection to your ancestry. It’s a martial art rooted in tradition, rooted in the 

struggle of an oppressed people.  And for Afro-Americans—anyone who’s an 

African descendant, a Latino descendant, has a special connection to the ancestry.  

I find it unique because the aspect of it being Brazilian, also being African, it ties 

into a lot of the things here in the Southwest that people don’t really understand:  

the struggle of the indigenous people.    

Although Besouro does state that capoeira is “a martial art,” I find it interesting that he 

chooses to focus on what the history of the art form represents for people of color (he 

specifically mentions people of African and Latino descent, given the art form’s Afro-

Brazilian traditions). As Besouro suggests, capoeira symbolizes “the struggle of an 

oppressed people,” and forges bonds with other oppressed groups via lived racial 

oppression. That is, the very fact of belonging to an oppressed racial group gives that 

group “a special connection to the ancestry” of capoeira. Later in his interview, Besouro 

affirms that his identity as an African-American man first compelled his interest in the art 

form: 

The reason I got involved with capoeira is, like I constantly say, it was a 

connection to something that was part of my history, and I found that intriguing.  I 

did Kung Fu for a good six years, seven years as a youth, and about five years as 
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an adult, and I loved the martial art aspect of it…but this was the first African 

martial art I ever seen in my life, and that alone attracted me more than anything 

else. 

Here, Besouro associates his racialized subjectivity to his practice of capoeira. He 

understands capoeira as “part of [his] history,” and that history seems to involve a shared 

embodiment of an oppressed racial position. Capoeira provided for Besouro what years 

of Kung Fu training could not: a felt awareness of a common history, an experience to 

which he could relate because of his own racialized identity. Like Dondi, Macura, and 

Fada, Besouro’s racial subjectivity relates to his capoeira practice. Whereas he and Dondi 

were drawn to the art form because of their identities as African American men, Macura 

and Fada found in capoeira a space in which their could claim their mixed race identities 

without judgment.  Moreover, capoeira for all four of them facilitated new modes of self-

discovery, which, as I detail in chapter three, can include non-dominant and resistant 

ideological stances and paths to freedom. 

As my research interviews illustrate, capoeiristas often speak of the 

transformative potential of the art form. Often times, such transformations range from 

physical effects (increased strength and flexibility, bodily awareness and control, and 

greater stamina) to spiritual ones (a deeper understanding of the world, a path towards 

personal growth, and a commitment to the community of people who shares a passion for 

the art).47  One way such transformations take place is through bodily performance. In his 

ethnographic study on capoeira, Downey explores the connections between embodiment 

                                                
47 Such descriptions can be seen in capoeiristas’ responses to interview questions, which I detail in this 
chapter and in chapter three. 
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and transformation. Citing the work of Marcel Mauss, he states “desirable character traits 

are often instilled through bodily practice. Even ambitious programs of self-

transformation…fixate on bodily minutae. They shape devotees’ character and influence 

how they see the world by seizing on seemingly insignificant details of behavior and 

comportment…” (131). Downey goes on to suggest, however, that such changes are in 

actuality much more difficult than Mauss’s theory suggests and that altering one’s 

mindset is easier than altering one’s physical habits or makeup. True bodily 

transformation, he argues, is possible only when one changes her mindset, consciously 

adapting new, steady patterns of behavior (131). More significantly, the changes in 

bodily composure and behavior have positive impacts outside of capoeira as well. 

Downey writes, “As students take up and experiment with new comportment, they may 

find that similar styles of engaging the world make sense outside the roda” (133). In other 

words, the physical movements and corresponding changes in behavior required in the 

learning process can have applications in the everyday. If one has to learn to be more 

patient in the roda—to wait until the right moment to execute a kick or dodge—then 

chances are that such patience will be transferred into everyday practices. If one has to 

learn better to “listen” to her opponent (so as to effectively anticipate a movement and 

plan a plausible countermovement) or to the music (since the music dictates the style and 

speed of the game), then such listening skills may be transferred in everyday contexts as 

well.  

If practitioners believe that capoeira holds relevance within everyday situations, 

what is its relevance? To answer this question, I turn to the portrayals of the art presented 
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by Mestre Bimba and Mestre Pastinha. Mestre Acordeon, a student of Mestre Bimba, 

recapitulated the two seemingly opposing interpretations posed by these men in an 

interview published in Revista Capoeira:   

Mestre Pastinha said that capoeira is everything the mouth eats…Mestre Bimba 

replied ‘capoeira is treachery.’  In my view, these responses complement each 

other and reflect different positions of black Brazilians facing the fundamental 

problems of their existence. For Mestre Pastinha, capoeira was everything life 

offered him, philosophically accepting the good and the bad, including his humble 

economic and social position, his blindness, and his age as either divine gifts or 

deserved punishment. For Mestre Bimba, capoeira was a constant state of 

vigilance, an art that allowed him to see life’s dangers and injustices, and that at 

the same time offered a strategy with which to confront them. Based on the 

teachings of the great mestres I had the pleasure to know…capoeira has become a 

way of life and a question of infinite possibilities. (“Revista Capoeira Interview” 

par. 4) 

These seemingly contradictory explanations represent the voices of two mestres who 

remain at the center of capoeira’s history—mestres whose pedagogies thrive in today’s 

capoeira classrooms, whose philosophies inform modern-day practice, and whose 

memories are recorded throughout capoeira discourse.  Because these figures are so 

central to capoeira, their responses to this question—“What is Capoeira?”—enable us to 

understand the connections between capoeira and the societal realm. Additionally, this 

quotation reflects the contradictions that are inherent in third-space contexts because it 
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refuses the precise divisions that dichotomies produce. Each of the masters quoted above 

offers a unique perspective on the definition of capoeira, and as Acordeon maintains, 

both of these definitions are suitable because they reflect the lived realities of each 

master. That is, each definition is informed by the ways in which each master applies 

capoeira in his own life.  

Similarly, cultural anthropologist Victor Turner writes, “every type of cultural 

performance, including ritual, ceremony, carnival, theatre, and poetry, is explanation and 

explication of life itself,” an assertion that can be made clear in examining these 

statements (13). As both responses indicate, the position of black men in Brazil came 

with “fundamental problems”—problems of injustice that Acordeon alludes to in his 

statement. Acordeon’s acknowledgement of these men’s social position—they were 

“black Brazilians”—suggests that these injustices are linked to race, for even after 

slavery was outlawed in 1888, Black men did not fully realize equality in Brazilian 

society.  As Eduardo Bonilla-Silva writes in “The Essential Social Fact of Race,”  “Even 

though Brazilian racial hegemony involves negating the significance of race, black and 

white Brazilians make subjective distinctions along racial lines […] the system in Brazil 

is…buttressed by ‘shade discrimination’” (Bonilla-Silva 901). Thus, while Mestre 

Pastinha sees capoeira as an all-encompassing artistic expression, a cathartic way of 

coping with, perhaps even accepting such a system, Mestre Bimba sees capoeira in light 

of its legend of origin—as a strategy for responding to and defending himself against 

such a system.  The fact that “most capoeira players themselves see the lessons and skills 

learned in the game as helpful in, and usually central to, the proper conduct of everyday 
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life,” is obvious in these responses (Lewis 228).  For both men, capoeira becomes 

symbolic of their difference in Brazilian society, linked closely to a history of 

colonization, oppression, and resistance. Moreover, it becomes a means by which they 

can deal with the everyday experiences linked to such histories.  

Further, given that capoeira “has a rhetoric based on ‘tradition,’” these definitions 

of capoeira—representative of tradition because they are spoken by the two practitioners 

deemed the “fathers” of this art—inform the art’s practice in a modern context 

(“Capoeira Revista Interview” par. 11).  For instance, in the capoeira classes I attended, 

Mestre Dondi often linked contemporary practice to slave history, noting how the 

movements, music, and customs were informed by slaves’ desire for freedom. In 

connecting contemporary practice with a colonial historical narrative, Dondi illustrates 

the widely held belief that capoeira’s history is closely linked to slavery. He also 

elucidates the centrality of African influence in modern-day practice, suggesting perhaps 

a “decolonizing of the mind.”  Third, Dondi’s pedagogical approach implies that when 

capoeiristas perform, or as is most common, “play” capoeira, they are engaging in 

performative acts of imagining difference. 

But what does it mean to perform difference?  And what effect does such 

performance have on practitioners?  The field of anthropology perhaps can offer answers 

to this question. Following Turner’s work, I argue that such aspects of capoeira take on a 

ritualistic nature whereby practitioners perform learned movements—movements specific 

to capoeira—while attributing the success of that performance to the Axé48 present in the 

                                                
48 The energy of the universe, a meaning derived from the African religions of Brazil. 
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roda.  Yet, in capoeira such performances can also take on a theatrical (i.e., dramatic) 

persona, especially when performed in public places. As Turner notes, dramatic 

representations are a hyperbolic mode of ritual whereby social drama is explored and 

mediated (12).  When a capoeirista is asked to perform traditional movements and rituals 

in capoeira, that practitioner is being called upon to recall an historical moment, to reflect 

upon what it would have been like for a slave fleeing his oppressor, to become conscious 

of a postcolonial social drama. Given the respect for and centrality of capoeira’s history, 

practitioners enact the ritualistic aspects of capoeira not in the service of oppressive 

institutions, but in counter to them. Yet, in performing such enactments, one must 

question the extent to which practitioners are reinforcing, rather than countering, existing 

ideas regarding such institutions. In other words, how accurately is the history of 

colonialism being imagined, played out, and understood?  What is the risk of creating 

generalizing categories, as might be the case when capoeiristas imagine slave experience 

and attempt to reenact it?  How, despite this risk, might such imaginings work to 

“liberate” practitioners, many of whom inhabit positions of privilege? 

In imagining such histories, practitioners can move toward understanding; with 

understanding comes the potential for social change. If “experience is both ‘living 

through’ and ‘thinking back,’” then performances such as the example given here become 

a means through which reflection takes place and understanding materializes; through 

this process of reflection and understanding, practitioners develop paradigms for progress 

insofar as they heed previous mistakes and learn not to repeat them (Turner 18). Further, 

Chandra Mohanty pointedly states that:  
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feminist analysis has always recognized the centrality of rewriting and 

remembering history. This is a process which is significant not merely as 

corrective to the gaps, erasures, and misunderstandings of hegemonic masculinist 

history, but because the very practice of remembering and rewriting leads to the 

formation of politicized consciousness and self-identity. (210)  

Hence, recalling slave experience in the capoeira classroom becomes a tool for reflection 

and for understanding the art form’s implied history. In learning about and then recalling 

such history, practitioners may cultivate a sense of rhetorical awareness of the world 

around them, developing strategies for identifying and guarding against oppressive 

factions. Performing difference in capoeira signifies a process marked by the acceptance 

of difference rather than a denunciation of it. Like the jazz and blues musicians whose 

attitude of “cool” symbolized a tolerance of non-dominant principles in the midst of 

white, patriarchal hegemony, capoeira challenges practitioners to think, move, and 

experience the world in non-dominant ways.   

Capoeira for Coalition: Visions for an Engaged Capoeira Community  
 
“In my school we learn to play [capoeira] and to be citizens.”  --Mestre Geraldo Santana 

 In this final section, I theorize the ways in which the transnational capoeira 

academy, a non-dominant third space site, is uniquely situated in its potential for building 

coalitions engaged in anti-hegemonic community work, and I describe two current 

projects that exemplify the ways in which capoeira might be used in socially relevant, 

politically motivated ways. I use the term “politically motivated” to describe the projects 
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I later discuss because they work toward an ethics of egalitarianism that aims to resist 

existing systems of power and privilege. 

The element of difference is an important feature of capoeira’s potential because 

while scholars claim the necessity of establishing coalitions across multiple lines of 

difference (see Moraga, Anzaldúa, Davis, Collins, and Bonilla-Silva), few sites exist 

where such difference thrives. Capoeira offers one such site and is uniquely positioned to 

support coalitions as it exemplies a non-dominant site and practice. This combination 

would reach a greater number of people and would move towards the kind of inclusivity 

and equality envisioned by feminist scholars and sociologists theorizing racism and social 

inequality. 

In his important research on color-blind racism, Bonilla-Silva suggests several 

ways in which to challenge color-blind racist ideology, stating “blacks and their allies 

would be the core of a new civil rights movement demanding equality of results” (212). 

Bonilla-Silva cites white working-class women as the most likely of allies in this 

struggle, and calls for whites to not only become “race traitors,” but to also “engage in 

struggles to end the practices and the ideology that maintain white supremacy” (213). 

Similarly, Anzaldúa posits Queer sisters and brothers as potential allies for anti-racist 

work, since identifying intersecting forms of domination can facilitate mutual 

understanding and act as a “bridge” toward progress (“Bride, Drawbridge” 144-46). 

Capoeira is one means by which people of different racial, economic, and gender 

identities can interact with one another meaningful, mutually and multi-dimensionally 

productive ways. Because in the roda “both black and white adepts learn to behave 
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according to alternative models of inter-ethnic relations,” whites are likely to challenge 

their own assumptions regarding the hegemonic order and their place/role within it while 

dispelling the social myths associated with race (Assunção 214). For instance, in entering 

the roda (an enclosed space) with a Black practitioner, a white practitioner will 

necessarily confront myths regarding the black body as s/he engages in a bodily dialectic 

with the Other. Given Black men’s ability to “alter public space”—and the closely related 

rhetoric that criminalizes Black bodies—then s/he would confront fears, stereotypes, and 

other unfair/biased judgments regarding Black men (Staples 38). 49  Likewise, 

practitioners of color work to confront their own assumptions about race while forming 

connections across racialized lines. 

 The acumen of feminist scholars is vital in considering the nature and vision of 

such coalitions. In tracing the “sisterhood” alliances formed between Black and white 

women in Blacks’ struggle for education in the post-emancipation US, Angela Davis 

notes the success of such partnerships in working towards social change.  She writes: 

“Sisterhood between Black and white women was indeed possible, and as long as it stood 

on a firm foundation….it could give birth to earthshaking accomplishments” (73). If 

Bonilla-Silva is correct in his assertion that white working-class women are the most 

likely participants in coalitions for social change, then sisterhood between Black and 

white women remains a possibility. Judging from past successes, such alliances have 

implications of great consequence. But alliances need to invite participation from men 

                                                
49 In his essay “Just Walk On By: A Black Man Ponders His Ability to Alter Public Space,” Staples notes 
that Black men’s capacity to “alter public space” is so common that “Black men trade stories like this all 
the time.” 
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and the Queer community as well, lest they run the risk of recreating the exclusive 

practices that they exist to challenge. As Patricia Hill Collins notes in “Defining Black 

Feminist Thought,” even while Black women must stand at the center of writing their 

own histories, coalitions across gender, racial, and class lines are important to the 

production of Black feminist thought. She writes: “Such coalitions are essential in order 

to foster other groups’ contributions as critics, teachers, advocates, and disseminators of a 

self-defined Afrocentric feminist standpoint” (162).  

 I see Black feminist thought as a central philosophy in establishing coalitions 

within capoeira. If coalitions are to be established within the capoeira community, then 

they must adopt a feminist approach that works on many levels to counter dominant 

ideologies. As bell hooks has shrewdly noted 

To me feminism is not simply a struggle to end male chauvinism or a movement 

to ensure that women will have equal rights with men: it is a commitment to 

eradicating the ideology of domination that permeates Western culture on various 

levels—sex, race, and class, to name a few—and a commitment to reorganizing 

U.S. society so that the self-development of people can take precedence over 

imperialism, economic expansion, and material desires. (194)  

A feminist approach, then, incites allies to work against not only racist ideology, but also 

other forms of dominance and oppression that fester within mainstream society. In 

parallel, a Black feminist approach establishes “a process of self-conscious struggle that 

empowers women and men to actualize a humanist vision of community” (Hill Collins 

170). Such a vision encourages men and women alike to work to eradicate social myths, 
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to engage in third-world struggles, and to realize equality within their communities (Hill 

Collins 169-170).  

Whereas Hill Collins proposes that Black women stand at the center of producing 

Black feminisms, I see coalition building within transnational capoeira academies as 

alliances where there is no single group at the center. Rather, effective coalitions in 

capoeira must work to “decenter” the capoeira academy in order to ensure that certain 

members do not feel marginalized over others. Even though capoeira continues to support 

its female and Queer practitioners, gender discrimination can and does exist within the art 

form; thus women, Queer men and women, and their male allies must especially be 

adamant in their involvement with the coalition to ensure equality among gender groups 

(Assunção 214). In order for effective coalition to coalesce, each member of the group 

should have a say in determining the type of community projects appropriate for the 

group and each should participate on some level in realizing these community projects to 

their fullest potential. 

 Finally, I’d like to turn to two projects that are moving toward the kind of work I 

envision and have argued for in this chapter: Instituto Mestre Acordeon’s Projeto 

Kirimurê and Bidna Capoeira’s Project Palestine. Both projects serve vulnerable youth 

populations and have similar missions of empowering youth through learning capoeira 

and providing opportunities for youth that challenge systemic inequality. Each project 

serves a different population of youth, works in different regions of the world, and has its 

own programmatic approach. However, both groups make similar claims regarding 
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program outcomes, which include increases in self-confidence, reductions in violent 

attitudes and behaviors, and improvements in learning.  

Projeto Kirimurê: An Alternative Space for Holistic Education 

 Projeto Kirimurê’s homepage features a brief video connotative of its mission. In 

it, a beaming young boy interviews his peers about where they live and how often they go 

to the beach as they all crowd around the camera with wide smiles. In the final portions 

of the dialogue, we hear the words “Here, they’re all from capoeira!…OK, everyone 

here, they are all pretty. Give a hand to everyone!” The children huddle together, arms 

linked from neck to neck, their faces glowing with joy (“Home”). An international 

collaboration between the Instituto Mestre Acordeon and the Capoeira Arts Foundation, 

with additional sponsorship from the United Capoeira Association,50 Projeto Kirimurê 

provides at-risk youth in Salvador, Bahia, Brazil an alternative to street life through 

capoeira instruction, literacy support, health and environmental education, and 

mentorship. According to the organization’s website, three main objectives inform the 

work of the organization: to promote an awareness of capoeira’s practice, history, and 

philosophy as a means of instilling in youth positive behaviors, attitudes, and life lessons; 

to use games and play as didactic tools that encourage a humanistic philosophy, 

particularly a tolerance for difference; and to offer reading and writing classes to support 

the educational growth of children and to foster a an ethics of egalitarianism 

(“Activities”). The website includes no information to qualify the achievement of these 

outcomes, instead focusing on the aims and the rationale of the program. Based in Itapuã, 

                                                
50 The Instituto Mestre Acordeon is based in Salvador, Bahia, Brazil, while the Capoeira Arts Foundation 
and United Capoeira Association are based in California, US. 
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an expansive urban area on the coast of Brazil, Projeto Kirimurê offers an alternative to 

the poverty, violence, substance abuse, and delinquency that plague the backstreets of the 

city. The website claims that at the turn of the 20th Century, Itapuã transformed from a 

once peaceful and pastoral seaside community into a “crowded, complex, and polluted” 

city (“Location”). The uncontrolled development has resulted in a lower quality of living 

for the city’s inhabitants, particularly its youth, so Projeto Kirimurê offers “a safe and 

nurturing space” where children are given “developmental tools to complement the 

limited formal education they may get” (“Location” and “What Is”). The claim that 

capoeira offers a path toward personal growth and development is reiterated in a brief 

statement by Projeto Kirimurê’s founder Mestre Acordeon: “Through Projeto Kirimurê I 

reach out to a modest number of disadvantaged children in my home country of Brazil, 

kids whose ancestors gave us capoeira. This is my attempt to return to those children a 

little bit of what this art form has given to myself and so many others: an opportunity for 

a better life” (“Statement”).  

Projeto Kirimurê’s website indicates that its mission is political insofar as it is 

motivated by factors such urban expansion and economic and racial inequality. As 

Mestre Acordeon’s statement suggests, the program is his way of honoring the forebears 

of capoeira, who are of African descent, by providing their descendents with a chance at 

“a better life.” In this way, the program works in counter to the economic and racial 

injustices enacted upon Brazilians with African ancestry. As previously discussed, 

Bonilla-Silva has argued that racial discrimination persists in Brazil and is tied to 

economic injustice (“Essential Social Fact” 901-02). Henry Louis Gates’ recent 
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documentary exploration of race in the Americas reiterates this point (Brazil: A Racial 

Paradise?). In providing “safe spaces” for children who come from vulnerable life 

situations and offering educational opportunities that target literacy and health, Projeto 

Kirimurê advocates on their behalf and challenges the social structures that limit the 

opportunities they are given. Further, in establishing a safe space, Projeto Kirimurê 

reclaims the space that has been taken away by urban sprawl, communicating the 

message that if havens for community youth are not going to be provided by government 

officials, then community members and activists will work to ensure that they exist. In 

this way, the establishment of spaces like the ones provided by Projeto Kirimurê are 

similar to slaves’ reclaiming of public space in 19th century Brazil (see chapter two). 

Much like 19th century slaves’ practice of capoeira in urban areas redistributed power 

through the claiming of space, Projeto Kirimurê’s establishment of safe spaces seeks to 

provide at-risk youth with access to pathways for success. Located in the everyday, these 

safe spaces signify tactical responses to geographical encroachment, limited opportunity 

for youth, and systemic inequality surrounding race and class. The organization itself 

represents a third space insofar as it exists between home and school, providing an 

alternative educational space where children gain holistic education that blends bodily 

training with mental and spiritual development.    

 The imagined communities that support Projeto Kirimurê’s mission in Brazil and 

abroad provide impetus for coalition. The project is sponsored by two California-based 

organizations that provide funding and leadership support, forming a collaboration that 

transcends geographic space and urges involvement among other US capoeira 
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practitioners. I first encountered Projeto Kirimurê because my research site is a sister 

school of the United Capoeira Association, one of the program’s sponsors. E-mail 

listservs, social networking sites, and word-of-mouth communications provided updates 

regarding Projeto Kirimurê’s progress and encouraged US capoeira practitioners to attend 

events and to purchase capoeira merchandise that would support Projeto Kirimurê’s 

programs. Further, these communications spread awareness surrounding the 

socioeconomic struggles of youth living in Itapuã and propel US practitioners to consider 

a material reality unlike their own. I do not mean to suggest that meaningful coalitions 

can be reduced to people in locations of privilege providing monetary support to people 

in locations of disadvantage. Although I acknowledge the difference that these donations 

can make in the material lives of youth in Brazil, I also understand the caution that must 

be exercised when non-profits and non-governmental organizations engage in social work 

abroad, a point I return to at the end of the chapter. At the same time, I want to suggest 

that through this collaboration, capoeira-based communities are imagined across nation, 

class, race, gender, and ability; in that imagining the capacity for coalition exists. 

Potential is key here. If anything, Projeto Kirimurê provides a model for US practitioners 

to envision similar, local youth-based coalitions where capoeira can play a part in 

facilitating opportunity for youth at risk in their home communities. 

Project Palestine: Psychosocial Healing through Capoeira 

 Along the West Bank bordering Palestine, a similar project has already been 

imagined and is now in its second phase. Project Palestine, a collaboration between NGO 

Bidna Capoeira and the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestinians in the 
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Near East (UNRWA), provides capoeira instruction to youth living in the West Bank as a 

component of a “psychosocial programme” that aims to help them cope with the 

instability, violence, and emotional impact of life in this notoriously contentious area 

(“Project Palestine”). According to Bidna Capoeira’s website, Project Palestine was 

inspired by a partnership between its sister organization, CapoeirArab, and UNICEF that 

took place between 2009-2010 at the al-Tanf Refugee Camp near the Syrian-Iraqi 

border.51  Under that program, CapoeirArab brought “capoeira therapy” to over 120 

Palestinian children living in al-Tanf with noticeable results (Sixsmith). Patrizia Giffoni, 

a psychosocial consultant who worked at the camp, observed that capoeira provided 

children with an outlet “to express anger and frustration in a safe and healthy way,” while 

the music garnered positive community responses (Qandil). Eighty-five percent of 

children who participated in the program said they were “very happy” when doing 

capoeira and adults claimed that the art form boosted the atmosphere of the camp 

(“Capoeira Success Story”). These positive expressions about capoeira, shared by a large 

majority of camp residents, suggest that it serves an important function at the camp: to 

uplift the spirits of those who have been forced to leave their homes and communities 

because of sociopolitical violence. As one video on the organization’s website illustrates, 

the al-Tanf refugee camp provides families with the bare necessities, and capoeira is a 

supplementary activity that encompasses physical exercise, expression, music, and 

                                                
51 I was unable to find the exact dates that the original Bidna Capoeira-UNRWA program took place in my 
research. I did learn, however, that the original program was originally intended to run only for twenty 
weeks and was later extended due to the positive impact it had on the community. The program ended in 
Februrary 2010 upon the closure of the camp (Sixsmith). 
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community. Children and adults are encouraged to come together to participate in 

capoeira, which provides a social outlet for camp residents.  

 Bidna Capoeira’s Project Palestine aims for similar goals through its two-phase 

project. In the first phase, which took place from March to May of 2011, the organization 

taught capoeira to 480 children living in the West Bank. The second phase of the project 

targeted two refugee camps, Shu’fat and Jalzone, where youth are especially susceptible 

to violence and endangerment. Phase two aimed to continue capoeira instruction for an 

additional four months “as a key means to foster the healthy development of children and 

adolescents living in the camps, and to reduce their exposure to family and social 

conflict, domestic violence, and the risks related to the unsafe environment they live in” 

(“Project Palestine”). The organization’s website claims that their programs have had 

significant impacts on the lives of area youth, with seventy-percent of girls at the al-

Jalazone camp demonstrating “behavior and learning improvements” such as a decrease 

in “aggressive behaviors” and healthier peer relationships (“Project Palestine”). Over 800 

Palestinian children participated in the program from March to December 2011, with 

capoeira instructors and advisors hailing from all over the world. 

 The language of community and family is prominent on Bidna Capoeira’s website 

and plays a rhetorical role in building alliances with other practitioners and with the 

populations they serve. The home page, for example, references community first in the 

organization’s mission statement and again in its call for volunteers. Bidna Capoeira’s 

mission statement indicates that the organization aims “to advance community 

development, social education, and physical and psychosocial wellbeing 
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through…capoeira” (“Home”). Here, the practice of capoeira is directly linked to 

community, implying that the art form can engender social changes linked to personal 

and community building. On the same page, Bidna Capoeira invites capoeiristas visiting 

its site to volunteer with its organization:  “Through our social projects we bring the 

capoeira community together. Join us to travel, teach capoeira and have incredible 

experiences” (“Home,” emphasis added). Much like the interviews discussed earlier in 

this chapter, Bidna Capoeira conceives of a collective group of capoeira practitioners 

who share kinship based on a joint appreciation for the art form. Here, community is 

imagined—there is no way to know who and who are not members, just that capoeira is 

what unites those who belong. This imagined community is further summoned in Bidna 

Capoeira’s description of capoeira’s social benefits.52  The organization declares that 

capoeira provides “a platform for social cohesion and inclusion,” by being open to 

everyone, regardless of subjectivity. Further, because the art form requires music, it 

“encourages participation…brings communities together…creates group harmony [and] 

promotes equality and respect for others” (“Discover”). Once again, the idea of 

community correlates with capoeira in a way that consummates belonging. These 

communities are made real as capoeiristas are invited to see themselves as part of a larger 

global network of practitioners that owns the ability to engage in social justice work. 

 Similar to Projeto Kirimurê’s social programs, Bidna Capoeira’s Project Palestine 

offers a third space of opportunities (education, mentorship, play) for the youth it serves. 

By locating its programs in refugee camps—spaces that exist between nations and 

                                                
52 The organization lists cultural, physical, psychological, and social benefits, but I will only be discussing 
the social benefits here. 
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borders—Project Palestine offers a safe space within these camps where children are free 

to express themselves, to vent, and to play. Given the testimonies from children and 

adults who receive services and from noted organizations like the UNRWA and 

UNICEF, Project Palestine seems to be making headway in providing Palestinian 

refugees with a nurturing and supportive environment despite the fact that they live in a 

place that is ravaged by violence and destruction. In this way, programs like Project 

Palestine symbolically reposses the space that has been take away from the families who 

are living in these camps—a space of home and comfort—and offers it back to them.  

Together, Projeto Kirimurê and Project Palestine represent the possibilities for 

coalition that are taking place around capoeira, but I want to be careful to avoid 

characterizations that deny complication. On the one hand, these programs illustrate the 

potential of capoeira spaces to orchestrate a collective of capoeira practitioners who can 

promote, support, and carry out social justice initiatives. However, any project that 

involves capoeira as a means of/for social justice must emphasize involvement from the 

local communities in which they are based, since effective coalition necessitates 

reciprocity and supports diverse perspectives. Feminist critiques of nonprofits and NGOs 

rightly complicate the idealization of these entities and their work, calling attention to 

issues related to representation, development, and the reproduction of capitalist-based 

systems of power. “The basis for this critique,” writes feminist scholar Miranda Joseph, 

“…is the recognition that inequities are operative in a capitalist civil society and that 

those inequities shape participation in NGOs” (113). Joseph argues that these 

organizations operate through and help to fortify a capitalist system that becomes a 
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defining trait of “civil society” (93). She goes on to say: “Many scholars find that NGOs 

are not ‘democratic’ either in their internal decision-making structures or in their 

relationships with the social groups they serve and claim to represent. Individual NGOs 

and the NGO system as a whole build on existing hierarchies, exacerbating existing 

differences in wealth and power at global, national, and local scales” (113-14; see also 

Hilhourst and Smyth). Although I disagree with Joseph’s keen skepticism of the concept 

of community—which she says nonprofits are considered to be manifestations of—I 

understand that transnational nonprofits and NGOs such as the ones I describe here could 

easily run the risk of replicating problematic systems of power and privilege. This is 

especially true if capoeira is viewed as a solution in and of itself, without any sincere 

attempt to disrupt the overarching and interlocking structures of social inequality that 

these capoeira-based social organizations claim to address.  

While I have no doubt that the coalition work taking place in these programs 

involves challenges and perhaps even conflicting interests, my purpose was not to 

romanticize these programs but rather to highlight examples that, for me, demonstrate 

capoeira’s capacity to merge diverse groups of people around critical social problems. 

That is, the two projects showcased here confirm that capoeira can be used to stage 

coalition work. In her 2008 Presidential address at the annual Society for the Study of 

Social Problems meeting, Nancy Naples asked, “How can the local remain a central 

concern for those activists engaged in transnational activism?” (4). She offered 

“intersectional feminist praxis” as a model for “cross-border activism,” arguing in favor 

of “its ability to remain critical of exclusionary practices in movement politics and 
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organizations, to work simultaneously against capitalist globalization and against 

patriarchal forms of oppression, and to offer new alternatives to the dominant forms of 

globalization” (14). I understand Projeto Kirimurê and Bidna Capoeira’s Project Palestine 

to be transnational activist networks that demonstrate attentiveness to local concerns. I 

describe them here to provide a starting point for thinking about how capoeira might be 

used for activism, but I also pair this offering with Naples’ appeal to envision an 

“intersectional feminist praxis,” for such a model ensures capoeira, the art that stakes its 

claim in the narrative of slave resistance, stays true to its past by fighting forward against 

social inequalities in all forms. 

  As evidenced in this chapter, family and community identifications transmit 

feelings of belonging within capoeira circles and carry considerable transformative 

potential for both the individual and the community. Capoeira, as a non-dominant site 

and practice, dwells in the third space—between nations, between borders, between fixed 

subjectivities. Within that space, capoeira communities are imagined and connected 

across individual and geographical locations, exposing rich openings for coalition work 

to take place. Assunção writes that capoeira “provides a space for the apprenticeship of 

equality and racial democracy. Therefore it contributes to develop citizenship and to 

make racial democracy less of a myth and more of an every day reality” (214). As the 

capoeira community begins to grow, so does the space in which such apprenticeship takes 

place. Here, Collins’ vision for a politicized understanding of community is being 

realized as practitioners work within and outside of capoeira’s inherent contradictions to 

make new meaning, to write new narratives. In my final chapter, I consider what these 
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new narratives might mean for classroom spaces and pedagogies that bring attention to 

the body and its lived, material experiences.
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

LIFE AND FLESH:  
CAPOEIRA AND CRITICAL PEDAGOGY 

 
In this final chapter, I consider the implications of the capoeira classroom for 

pedagogical approaches that center on the body and its (inter)actions. I trace key features 

of the capoeira classroom—embodied histories, materiality and movement, rhythm and 

performance, and touch and texture—to propose a model of critical pedagogy that 

advocates for the body as a crucial site of teaching and learning. As I will demonstrate, 

critical pedagogy serves as an apposite model for proposing a body-centered approach to 

teaching and learning due to its long history of making the body a central site of concern 

(see McLaren, hooks, Shapiro, Hanlon Johnson, and Stenberg). In addition, both capoeira 

and critical pedagogy operate from the principle of liberation, where participants arrive at 

freedom through critical consciousness—in effect, a new way of seeing and 

understanding the world. In capoeira, the theme of liberation can be seen in its history, 

where slaves are said to have used capoeira to physically free themselves from slave 

holders, government officials, and other oppressors (see chapter two). This theme carries 

over into contemporary practice, where practitioners claim that capoeira provides them 

with freedom from mental oppression and freedom of expression (see chapters three and 

four).  

Correspondingly, Paulo Freire’s landmark text on education and transformation 

establishes critical pedagogy as a “struggle for liberation” in which students and teachers 

work dialogically to realize a shared space of learning (91, 79). Freire’s “problem-posing 

education,” which he offers as an alternative to an oppressive banking system of 
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education, facilitates the dialogic process, encouraging students and teachers to see 

themselves in relation with the world and others around them while engaging in “acts of 

cognition” (79) that aim to disrupt oppressive and dehumanizing social systems (83). Of 

the goals of problem-posing education, Freire writes: “The world—no longer something 

to be described with deceptive words—becomes the object of that transforming action by 

men and women which results in their humanization” (86). Through this model, 

transformation is fulfilled when students are given the opportunity to participate and see 

themselves reflected in the learning process. I’d like to suggest that Freire’s call for 

student participation and self-reflection implicitly brings attention to the body in the 

learning process, since “Liberation is a praxis: the action and reflection of men and 

women upon their world in order to transform it” (79). The bodies of those engaged in 

this educational process are in constant motion, and their actions, whether intellectual or 

physical, actively seek change. Moreover, through a critical education, these bodies begin 

to see and understand themselves as a presence within and of their world—a reflection of 

its values, beliefs, and social structures. For Freire, the attainment of critical 

consciousness is crucial to changing the material (lived) realities of oppressed bodies. 

 Making concrete the existing connections between critical pedagogy and the 

body, Peter McLaren argues that postmodernism has given rise to a capitalist-serving 

media culture in which signs create the ultimate reality and the body is “reduced to a sign 

of itself”  (53-56). “The modes of subjectivity being formed on the postmodern scene,” 

writes McLaren, “are precisely those which give individuals the illusion of free choice 

while masking the means by which the parameters that define such choices have been 
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constituted by the social and material practices of consumer capitalist culture” (66). The 

body thus becomes a site of “cultural inscription,” where prevailing ideological values, 

assumptions, and beliefs are imprinted on and in it—a process McLaren refers to as 

“enfleshment” (61). As Shari Stenberg explains, this process “emphasizes the materiality 

of discourse, such that words and symbols become just as much a part of our bodies as 

flesh. We learn through our bodies and our bodies are the outcome of our learning” (49). 

Yet enfleshment demands room for reciprocity: Individual subjectivity is never a fixed 

and final result of discursive and symbolic practices; rather, individuals possess agency 

and hence the capacity to inflect these practices with new meanings that challenge the 

dominant social order (66). Critical pedagogy provides a place in which alternative 

visions of subjectivity—visions that work toward liberation—can be uncovered through 

“self-conscious” reflection (67). McLaren calls for “a praxis in which the knowing 

subject is an acting body/subject” that engages a “language of resistance” (71). Although 

he doesn’t move into specific classroom practices that might foster this language of 

resistance, McLaren makes obvious that the critical pedagogy he describes is one 

embedded in the body: The “body/subject” is a reflection of dominant social and cultural 

interests that can move into resistant modes of consciousness when it is understood as an 

agent capable of transforming those interests. 

  Feminist critical pedagogues, including bell hooks and Sherry Shapiro, insist on 

making space for students’ lived experiences in the classroom, offering one strategy for 

cultivating the language of resistance that McLaren describes. For example, in Teaching 

to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom, hooks asserts that any theory must 
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be connected to the lived realities of students in ways that extend beyond the classroom 

setting (65). According to hooks, “critical pedagogies of liberation…necessarily embrace 

experience, confessions, and testimony as relevant ways of knowing, as important, vital 

dimensions of any learning process”  (89). Experience, as hooks describes it in this text, 

are the ways in which physical bodies move in and through the world. Critical 

pedagogues must value students’ embodied knowledge in ways that enable collective 

listening so that value is affirmed to each voice of these stakeholders in nonhierarchical 

ways (84). In highlighting lived experience and facilitating collective listening, students 

learn to critically engage with the hierarchical structures of dominance (188). Similarly, 

Sherry and Svi Shapiro note that the move toward the particular and unpredictable realm 

of individual experience is an attempt to overcome universal appeals to truth that always 

centralize power within a dominant group and marginalize Others. Universal claims are 

those that normalize and that disparage, mock, or devalue any person or way of knowing 

that does not fit into the normalized idea (29). They go on to claim that the body disrupts 

this model of knowledge making because “it is one of place, temporality, particularity, 

ineffability” (29). However, they critique current pedagogical models that bring the body 

into classroom settings through superficial discussions about the bodily representations 

and issues without giving real, meaningful attention to the lived experiences of specific 

bodies (31). In bringing lived (embodied) experience into the classroom, a language of 

resistance is fostered because, traditionally, experience has not been deemed a valid 

epistemology—it has been understood as having limited “truth” value (hooks 89). 

Further, in combining the theoretical with the practical (i.e., experience), students achieve 
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what hooks refers to as a “privileged standpoint” that can lead to a conscious rejection of 

oppression in all forms. 

 While this overview of critical pedagogy provides only a partial view of a rich 

teaching tradition, my purpose was to briefly demonstrate the ways in which scholars of 

critical pedagogy have included the body and lived experience in its strive to see 

education as a process of liberation. In so doing, I have sought to establish the scaffold 

from which I will build a pedagogy that both draws from these discussions and pulls from 

some of the primary features of capoeira that I observed and experienced during my 

research process. In the next section, I map out connections between the capoeira 

classroom and the classical gymnasium to illustrate the function of rhythm and response 

in the learning process and to situate the capoeira classroom within the rhetorical 

tradition. Then, I propose a pedagogy that focuses on the body’s archive of lived 

experience, embodied ways of knowing, and body performances. I conclude by 

addressing critiques of pedagogy—namely, its risk of reproducing the same power 

dynamics it seeks to redress—and offering the strategy of radical and dynamic interaction 

and dialogue to guard against these outcomes. 

Capoeira as Rhythmic, Responsive Performance 
 

As Debra Hawhee has found, the body was not always denied in the learning 

process: The Sophists understood athletic training to be an important part of rhetorical 

education and treated it so. In “Bodily Pedagogies: Rhetoric, Athletics, and the Sophists’ 

Three Rs,” Hawhee explores the role of athletic training in Sophistic teachings and its 

connection to the study of rhetoric in shaping the civic intellectuals of ancient Greece. In 
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stylizing a pedagogy based on what Hawhee calls “the three Rs”— rhythm, repetition, 

response—the sophists (especially Isocrates) transformed the gymnasium into a political 

site where students learned discipline, built character (êthos), and trained to become 

engaged and effective members of the polis (Hawhee 145). Hawhee’s work presents 

several correlations to my observations of the capoeira classroom, both in terms of 

structure (similarities between athletic training in the gymnasium and in the capoeira 

classroom) and implication (similarities in the potential for transformation within each 

site).  

In particular, Hawhee’s discussion of mimêsis in the ancients’ athletic and 

rhetorical training, where students attempt to mimic and reproduce the qualities of their 

teachers, corresponds somewhat to the method of training in capoeira. The fact that 

instructors and more advanced students are charged with modeling movements for 

beginning and intermediate students illustrates the mimetic quality of the classroom:  less 

advanced students tried to imitate, to the best of our ability, instructors’ and more 

advanced students’ movements. For example, almost every class I participated in and 

observed included drills “down the line” (movements from one side of the room to the 

other) or sequenced partner drills. Dondi would rapidly shout out a sequence of 

movements for students to perform, like so: “Mestre Joel with a twist, come back, 

armada, run away, aú!”  If students were not performing the movements correctly, or in 

the correct sequence, Dondi would call upon more advanced students to demonstrate. 

Less advanced students were then expected to watch and to reproduce the movements. At 

the same time, students were encouraged to develop their own styles of movement and 
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expression within these sequenced patterns. In other words, not every student performed 

every movement in the same way. In fact, we were pushed to add stylistic elements to 

these movements and to add breaks in our footwork so as to make these sequences our 

own. Hawhee explains: “mimetic learning happens through a relation with the other, an 

observation and repetition of an other’s actions and practices,” and such learning has 

transformative potentials; the Greeks believed that imitative practices had the power to 

“shape and reshape body and soul” (153).  The ancients believed that imitation and 

continuous repetition results in an acquisition of the qualities one attempts to emulate; 

imitating an effective citizen and athlete eventually leads to one becoming an effective 

citizen and athlete. Fake it till you make it, as the saying goes. In capoeira this means that 

beginning students’ bodily performances are informed both by their advanced 

counterparts and their own personal interpretations and suggests a potential for bodily 

transformation. When instructors like Dondi impart the narrative of slave resistance to 

less advanced practitioners, such as when he calls upon students to remember the history 

of capoeira as one rooted in colonial struggle, the implications are greater than just bodily 

transformation. When he emphasizes the importance of capoeira’s history and situate this 

history as slave resistance, and when the values of the classroom are centered on a 

resistive ideology, Sophistic notions of mimêsis have it that beginning students may begin 

to internalize values of resistance as well. Imitation thus has potential implications in 

capoeira to cultivate a conscious refusal to accept oppression. 

Another important parallel between Sophistic athletic training and capoeira 

training is the focus on rhythm. Practitioners take great care to attend to the rhythm of the 
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movements in class, and music (often played on a CD player) determines the rhythm of 

practitioners’ movements during class drills. The music, specific to capoeira, is sung in 

Portuguese and in a traditional call-and-response method with African roots; the lyrics, 

often narrative in structure, speak of capoeira’s history or legendary players, or they 

might speak of capoeira’s relevance to the songwriter’s life. Various instrumental 

rhythms, also specific to capoeira, determine the type and style of capoeira game to be 

played, including speed, objective of the game, types of kicks to be used, and nature of 

the bodily conversation that takes place (i.e., playful or agonistic). In the classes I 

observed, Dondi indicated when specific practitioners were playing too fast or too slow in 

relation to the rhythmic pace and seemed to be intent on ensuring that practitioners 

moved in rhythm to the music. In some classes, we spent lengthy spreads of time moving 

just to the sway of the ginga, the basic movement of capoeira, in order to polish our 

ability to move in accordance with a designated rhythm.  

Hawhee notes that music held similar functions in the gymnasium, and that music 

served “to introduce a rhythm, to provide a tempo for the practice and production of 

bodily movements. In short, music established a rhythm through the cyclical repetition of 

patterns, and this rhythm was replicated in the bodily movements of those in training” 

(146). More significantly, however, is the impact of music upon individuals, a point 

which Hawhee links to the writings of Aristotle, the sophist Damon, and Plato. In ancient 

Greece, music was regarded as having relevance for teaching and learning (Aristotle), 

since it was thought to have a powerful effect on both character and the soul (Hawhee 

146-147). That is, the ancients thought that music possessed possibilities for conversion 
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that could cultivate distinct characteristics, ostensibly those most conducive to an 

effective citizenry. This potential inspired Aristotle to encourage the use of music in 

education and resulted in the ancients’ regard for music “as an ethos delivery system, an 

affective educative mechanism” (Hawhee 147). Moreover, Hawhee notes that rhythm 

also has a capacity for transcending mindful and deliberate repetition and instead 

developing a more involuntary set of bodily responses:  “as rhythm is achieved 

knowledge of fundamentals becomes bodily rather than conscious, and habituation 

ensues”  (149). As ancient athletes learned to master rhythm, their bodily responses 

became more accustomed to internalization, more deep-rooted. When such mastery 

occurs, the potential for metamorphosis increases, since now the practice has become 

habit.  

Ancients’ theories of rhythm have important meaning in capoeira, especially 

considering the fact that the practice works around a resistive ideology (the narrative of 

slave resistance). When practitioners speak of the impact capoeira has had on their lives 

and the personal transformations they have experienced (see chapters three and four), 

they allude to the practice as a whole:  training in the classroom, learning to coordinate 

their movements with the rhythm of the music, learning to play the instruments (as some 

practitioners have), sharing its history, and engaging in social projects like Projeto 

Kirimurê. Because athletic in the capoeira classroom requires music—I did not observe 

or participate in one class where music was absent—and because practitioners must 

repeat movements in conjunction to the rhythm of that music, then perhaps that art form’s 

potential for individual change can be linked to the belief that “rhythm and harmonies 
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have the greatest influence on the soul” (qtd. in Hawhee 147). In other words, if habits 

are cultivated through rhythm, as the Ancients believed, then the practice of capoeira 

(located in rhythmic movement) might just promote a certain kind of ethos—one that 

invites change and renewal. Just as the Ancients believed that rhythm could function in 

education as a means of cultivating an effective citizenry, rhythm has implications in 

cultivating a social consciousness distinctive of capoeria—what I’ve been calling a 

resistive ideology. Narratives shared among group members regarding capoeira’s history 

and traditions are also central to this ideology, since they rely heavily on a theme of 

resistance to oppressive societal forces. Clearly, Hawhee’s exploration of the role of 

athletic training in ancient Greece provides a compelling lens through which to examine 

capoeira training practices and provides a way of understanding its potential for 

individual transformation. However, given the length of this study, I want to err on the 

side of caution in asserting that all students experience these self tranformations or 

experience them in the same way. Rather, I find that Hawhee’s research sheds valuable 

light on the ways in which performances of the body can result in significant changes, an 

observation I revisit at the end of this chapter.  

The Body as an Archive of Lived Experience 
 
 Chapter two argued that the bodies of Brazilian slaves in the 19th century served 

as an archive of history and lived experience during a time when written historical 

records were suspect. Although Brazilian Minister of Finance Rui Barboso ordered the 

burning of slave records, the bodies of slaves continued to record their contested history 

through song, bodily movements, and ritual; in so doing, they ensured that the legacy of 
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conquest and resistance was chronicled for future generations—in ways that could not be 

erased. Today, contemporary practitioners of capoeira reenact this history when they 

recall this past through song; when they perform movements with hidden meanings, such 

as the benção (a satirical play on the blessing given to slaves by Catholic priests); when 

they tell stories of slaves’ struggle for freedom, of old masters, and of legendy capoeristas 

who defied authority; and when they begin to connect the liberatory history of capoeira to 

the tactics they employ in the everyday. Here, I want to extend my argument that the 

body functions as an archive of history and lived experience to suggest that capoeira can 

propel rhetoric and composition scholars’ thinking about our students’, and our own, 

bodies. That is, we should view our and our students’ bodies as bastilles of history, 

memory, and experience that deserve—demand—opportunities to be fleshed out, 

expressed, and made tangible. For, if critical pedagogy seeks to empower students and 

teachers collectively toward a liberatory agenda, it becomes all the more crucial to expose 

those moments when these bodies were made to feel confined, bound, shackled. How can 

students and teachers realize freedom in education if they are not free to give voice to the 

lived, embodied memories that have impeded their emancipation? 

 In practice, this means creating a classroom space where students are given 

opportunities to write about and from their bodies, to share their archive. Chicana 

feminist scholar Cindy Cruz, in writing about the importance of reversing the historical 

erasures that have long been a hallmark of Chican@ experience, offers the concept of 

reclamation to refer to the process of embodied historical recovery. Of reclamation, Cruz 

writes: 
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First, reclamation must be asserted through a politics of difference that 

emphasizes the local and multiple subjectivities of communities that are 

recognized as participating in a larger movement of participatory democracies. 

Second, a project of reclaiming histories and narratives must be committed to 

exposing how systems of power have privileged certain kinds of narratives that 

serve to undermine and invalidate others. (65)  

The task of reclamation, then, underscores individual differences while recognizing that 

these differences can be a powerful force of engagement with each Other. The resulting 

oppressions that arise from difference must be deconstructed to reveal that they are part 

of an overarching system of dominance and to begin revising that system. Cruz traces the 

reclamation work of Gloria Anzaldúa and Cherríe Moraga to map out what she calls “an 

epistemology of the brown body,” where “contemplation of the body…is essential” (61). 

Cruz urges teachers to question the ways in which the brown body is controlled, 

managed, and surveilled within educational settings, noting that pursuing these answers is 

an essential task of reclamation (68). As an educational practice, Cruz not only introduces 

poetry and narratives about the body, written from the perspective of the brown body, but 

also has students produce narratives about their own bodies (70-72). She writes, “I 

believe in the power of narratives. My seminars begin with critical stories about the body. 

The body prompts memory and language, builds community and coalition. The body is a 

pedagogical device, a location of recentering and recontextualizing the self and the 

stories that emanate from that self” (72). Thus, one way in which to ensure a space for the 
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body within the classroom is to incorporate lessons and assignments that draw from its 

experiences.  

 Specifically, I imagine a body narrative assignment modeled after the literacy 

narratives that are common to first-year writing courses. Here, students are asked to 

explore a moment in which a personal bodily privilege and/or difference was made 

readily apparent to them. Rather than just summarize the experience, students are asked 

to critically reflect on how that experience contributes to their perception of self; to 

consider how the experience contributes to their understanding of power dynamics that 

normativize certain bodies while marginalizing Others; and to offer alternative readings 

of the experience that might alter or revise the structures of dominance that resulted in the 

privilege or difference they are recounting. This assignment allows students an 

opportunity to pull from their personal archive of lived memory and to give voice to 

personal history. Moreover, it encourages students to begin seeing the ways in which 

their bodies are inscribed with cultural meaning. 

 Narratives that come from the body’s lived experience—that is, from an 

embodied perspective—are crucial to interrupting privileged perspectives and practices. 

Composition scholar Shari Stenberg contends that expunging these narratives from the 

academy has resulted in the “tendency to conflate disembodiment with authority and 

freedom” (44). The disembodied standpoint is a privileged one insofar as it is associated 

with the ascendancy of mind over body; to be read as a body is to be textualized, 

removed from one’s location and historical context—in a word, dehumanized. To 

complicate the split between mind and body and between disembodiment and 
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embodiment, respectively, Stenberg promotes educational models “that take into account 

the body as a material, lived site of political struggle” and that enable students to explore 

“moments or knowledges typically repressed in classrooms and scholarships” (44; 53). 

Following Mimi Orner, Janet Miller, and Elizabeth Ellsworth, Stenberg refers to such 

moments as “excess”; she says that calling attention to these moments helps to stake a 

claim in their legitimacy (54). In citing one example of how “excess” might be brought 

into classroom settings, Stenberg defers again to Orner, who “looks to students’ stories 

about schooling, which [Orner] reads—and helps her students to read—as lived 

testimonies through which the narrators make sense of how they have learned themselves 

as embodied subjects” (55). Stories about schooling—and how bodies come to be 

disciplined through it—present another example of how students might draw upon their 

bodily archive within the classroom. More important, however, are the liberatory 

potentials of these stories. In his exploration of “body-shaping techniques” in academic 

learning environments, Don Hanlon Johnson finds that performances of academic 

subjectivity, as well as the architectural and spatial configuration of academic 

institutions, serve the purpose of bodily regulation. He calls for educators to “interrupt 

[the] familiar” as a means of emancipatory practice—doing such things as changing the 

classroom arrangement, incorporating movement exercises, meditating, paying attention 

to bodily posture, and so forth (108-10). In having students write about their schooling 

experiences, and how they have learned to discipline their bodies through schooling, they 

become cognizant of learned behaviors that contribute to their notions of normativity and 

of what is socially acceptable. 
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 Yet an important question remains: how does writing the body—sharing the 

body’s archive—contribute to the transformational promise of critical pedagogy? 

Although the answer lies partially in the practice—as Stenberg notes, “to deny our bodies 

in our classrooms does not prevent us from reading (and misreading) each other as 

bodies. Instead, it only naturalizes those assumptions, cloaking them in silence” (59)—I 

want also to reference the work of Hélène Cixous. In “The Laugh of the Medusa,” Cixous 

calls upon women to write—to write for the body, from the body in order to empower 

themselves, to evoke transformation. Cixous’s call to write from the body stems from the 

history of women’s bodies, where we have been regulated, suppressed, fetishized, 

marked, disciplined, and castigated by a “phallogocentric” economy. Only in coming to 

terms with this history and realizing our suppression, in owning our desires and releasing 

our passions, can women transform history and the power structures that have dominated 

it. Although Cixous declares that it “is impossible to define a feminine practice of 

writing,” (1529) she speaks of the urgency to inhabit a liminal mode that recognizes, 

appreciates, and finds love in difference. The New Woman, this figure who has been 

empowered to transform silence, does not dwell in hate, does not wish merely to 

appropriate the master’s tools. Rather, she “flys” or “steals” and “invents” new 

discourses, new languages that arise from her bodily experience. 

Embodied Ways of Knowing and Creative Response 
 
 One, if not the most, difficult aspects of capoeira to understand and put into 

practice is the concept of malicía, which is the hallmark of a savvy, effective practitioner. 

While the term malicía translates literally to malice, in capoeira it implies trickery, 
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cunning, and inventive response. As discussed in chapter three, Nestor Capoeira affirms 

that “malicía is not something we can rationalize. Malicía is not something we can 

understand using our mind and our intelligence, although malicía is, in itself, a form of 

understanding” (15). He goes on to call it a “non-rational, lived, experiential knowledge” 

that is cultivated through time and through the many games a capoeirista will play in her 

lifetime (24). Downey explains that the term “denotes a constellation of qualities: a 

combination of wariness, quick wit, savvy, unpredictability, playfulness, viciousness, 

aesthetic flare, and a talent for deception” (123). He calls it “the antidote to näiveté” 

(123). In my experiences with capoeira, malicía has been used to describe the means by 

which a capoeirista claims the upper hand in a game of capoeira: A capoerista emerges 

successfully if she effectively outsmarts her opponent through creative invention and 

response.  

 A class session I participated in provides further elucidation. Dondi appeared to 

be irritable, seemingly on account of the poor performance of his students. It wasn’t that 

we weren’t performing the movements correctly, but rather that we were performing 

them predictably. He interrupted the roda to offer some guidance. I wrote about this 

moment in my journal: 

Dondi got on to us for “telegraphing” our movements today. He said something 

like, “I can see what you’re going to do from a mile away, and I know if I can, so 

can the person you’re playin’.” He talked about the importance of letting our 

bodies flow (to the rhythm and also fluidly from one movement to the next) and 

about responding to the person so that we simulate a conversation with our 



205 
 

bodies. He said we were too much like robots, not giving ourselves the space to 

be creative in our movements. 

The cause for Dondi’s concern seemed to be our lack of malicía in the roda. On this 

particular day (and many others), we lacked creative inventiveness, cunning, and the 

ability to respond in the right moment. An example of malicía can be seen when a 

Capoeirista A carefully reads Capoeirista B’s habits of movement so as to anticipate how 

B responds to certain offenses or to deconstruct her favored patterns. With this 

knowledge, A can set up B for a particular response (anticipated because A has carefully 

watched and interpreted B’s habits) and then, at the last moment, execute an unexpected 

offense, perhaps knocking B to the ground or stopping a hefty kick just before it makes 

contact. Creative and inventive response.  

As these examples illustrate, malicía is a form of embodied knowing—embodied 

because, as Nestor explains, it is a form of experiential knowledge that cannot be 

explained rationally. Malicía is a knowing that comes from within and that is cultivated 

through the body’s lived experiences. I propose that the concept of malicía, which 

necessitates creative responses to unpredictable situations, offers an inventive pathway 

for educators to begin thinking about non-dominant ways of knowing that are embodied. 

Students bring with them to our classrooms ways of knowing that are resourceful, 

slippery, and non-traditional—not academic. These ways of knowing have, for too long, 

been left out of our classrooms and our scholarship. It’s time we bring them in. 

Gloria Anzaldúa’s concept of la facultad offers another way of conceiving those 

ways of knowing that, like malicía, are embodied. She explains that her Catholic and 
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Protestant upbringings taught her to censure the body and “inner knowledge” while 

emphasizing that “intelligence dwells only in the head” (59). Working from her belief in 

the power of inner knowledge, Anzaldúa describes la facultad as “an instant ‘sensing,’ a 

quick perception arrived at without conscious reasoning” that is most strongly cultivated 

within the most oppressed, vulnerable people within a society (60). One might understand 

la facultad as an innate response mechanism that enables Othered people to navigate 

through difficulties in the world via sensory experience. For Anzaldúa, la facultad offers 

Othered people agency; it provides a way for dealing with the unexpected, daily 

challenges that those who are marginalized face because it represents significant changes 

in awareness—a deepening of the senses (61). La facultad, then, is an intuition, a form of 

“gut” knowledge—a kind of “felt” way of knowing. In confirming the relevance of 

embodied ways of knowing, those that come from the body and not the mind, Anzaldúa 

pulls at the threads of a stubbornly sewn tradition that considers the mind the ultimate 

frame of reference. 

 To invite embodied knowledge into the classroom means to have students share 

their many ways of knowing, being, and learning. It means to acknowledge that our ways 

of knowing are multiple and that we each bring unique perspectives into the classroom. 

In the writing classroom, I imagine an assignment where students are asked to document 

and write about the ways of knowing that they have obtained by virtue of experience, 

family tradition, or intuition. For example, I learned to make tortillas by watching my 

grandmother make endless piles of them as a child. My grandmother never used 

measuring cups when she cooked because she couldn’t afford the non-essentials; instead, 
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she relied on her own memory of how much of each ingredient she would need and she 

drew upon her instincts. By any cook’s standard, this way of measuring lacks certainty 

and reliability, but my grandma’s tortillas were unfailingly consistent in texture, taste, 

and aroma. When I left home and wanted to make tortillas for the first time, I called my 

grandma to jog my memory. Not remembering her refusal of proper measuring cups, I 

asked her how much of each ingredient I needed. She replied with handfuls, pinches, and 

sprinkles. As I kneaded together uncertain amounts of flour, baking powder, salt, and 

water, I drew from what I had learned years before as a child. The memory of playing 

with balls of dough that my grandma would stingily pinch off for my cousins and I to 

play with gave me a sense of the texture I was shooting for, and the smell of bubbling 

dough against the hot iron comal assured me that I was on target. While this might seem a 

tangential reflection of my childhood, I reference it here because it illustrates one way in 

which we inherit ways of knowing that come from within. My grandma had an uncannily 

accurate grasp on her measurements despite the fact that she owned no measuring cups, 

and I, years later, was able to draw upon my own sensory experiences when I wanted to 

reproduce her recipe. In effect, we both drew from inner knowledge that, in this case, was 

passed on from one generation to the next. This knowledge is bodily not only in the sense 

that it is felt, but also in the sense that it is tactile. 

For underrepresented students especially, recognizing these practices of meaning-

making contributes to feelings of validation and belonging in academic settings. Many 

underrepresented students, including myself, have developed personal strategies for 

navigating the academy—strategies that may include silence, counterstory, resistance, 
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overcompensating, strategic assimilation, and strategic essentialism, to name several 

examples (see Torres, Martinez, Cammarota, and Spivak). These methods of coping with 

what are often conflicting values between home life and life in the academy evolve from 

the “quick perception” that Anzaldúa contends is common among marginalized groups 

(60). For example, Chicana scholar Aja Martinez writes about her experiences in a 

graduate program that misread and misunderstood her silence within the classroom as a 

struggle to understand demanding material. In actuality, her silence was her shrewd way 

of dealing with the implicit racism and intolerance that she was experiencing in her 

classes. Silence was her way of coping. Years later, she articulated critical race 

counterstory as a methodology for enabling students of color to speak out against the 

racist ideologies that are made manifest in cultural assumptions and stereotypes 

(Martinez). Martinez’s story showcases one example of how underrepresented students 

invent new ways of responding to difficult situations. Giving students a platform for the 

articulation of these special ways of knowing represents a symbolic acceptance and 

nurtures belonging. In broadening our understanding of felt and experiential ways of 

knowing—and in honoring them—critical pedagogues expand definitions of what it 

means to know in the academy. 

Body Performances and Interventions 
 
“Performances mark identities, bend time, reshape and adorn the body, and tell stories. 
Performances—of art, rituals, or ordinary life—are made of ‘twice behaved behaviors,’ 
‘restored behaviors,’ performed actions that people train to do, that they practice and 
rehearse.” –Richard Schechner, Performance Studies: An Introduction 
 
“In all cases, a performance act, interactional in nature and involving symbolic forms and 
live bodies, provides a way to constitute meaning and affirm individual and cultural 
values.” –Carol Stern and Bruce Henderson, Performance: Texts and Contexts 
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 In plain sight, capoeira appears as a sequence of bodily movements and gestures 

that, when performed in pairs, takes on a dialogic quality. Capoeira is a performance that 

calls practitioners to move their bodies in certain ways, depending on the audience 

(opponent and observers), purpose (to play, to fight, or to train), and situation (location, 

timing, rhythm, style of game, etc.). During the span of this research, I have performed 

capoeira in classrooms, in gyms, in the street, at parks, in festivals, at public 

demonstrations, and in people’s homes. Each of these contexts demands a different sort 

of play, a different kind of ethos, a different way of performing. Capoeira performances 

possess rhetorical dimensions insofar as they are contingent upon any number of these 

factors. Like many other capoeiristas, I train capoeira two or three days a week in formal 

settings and just as often within informal settings. At home, I practice playing the 

berimbau, the atabaque, and the pandeiro;53 I learn the words to songs; I listen to CDs; 

and I read books, all related to capoeira. For many capoeiristas, their performances are 

not limited to the training site, but take place in diverse milieu. 

 But what makes capoeira a performance, exactly? While performance studies 

scholars have developed a sundry of dynamic perspectives to define the term 

performance, Elizabeth Bell identifies three core qualities: “Performance is both process 

and product” (it occurs and develops through predetermined, precise conduct and actions 

that results in “an event” that can never be reproduced in exactly the same way); 

                                                
53 These are three of the instruments central to capoeira music. The berimbau, a bow-like stringed 
instrument with a gourd, is cousin to the guitar. The atabaque is a Conga drum and the pandeiro is a 
tambourine.  
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“[p]erformance is productive and purposeful” (it can be used for a variety of purposes—

from entertainment to ceremony—and generates outcomes for the performer, audience, 

and larger society); and “[p]erformance is traditional and transformative” (it draws upon 

past traditions, which might serve to reify, disrupt, or transform the “status quo”) (16-17). 

Capoeira meets each of these qualities: It is a process that draws upon a specific set of 

movements and actions that are practiced before they are performed in the space of the 

roda (the event), and the performances within the roda are unique, in-the-moment 

productions; it functions as play, ritual, entertainment, exercise, and cultural and 

historical remembrance, and these intentions produce a variety of effects within 

practitioners and onlookers; and it relies upon previous traditions and knowledge that 

have historically functioned as interruptions of dominant systems of power. Furthermore, 

capoeira functions as what Greg Dimitriadis, in referring to hip hop, calls performances 

of the everyday—those performances that are “deployed moment-to-moment in multiple 

contexts of use” (3). As capoeira is played and performed almost anywhere—as I noted, I 

have played at parks, for publics, and at training sites—and for a variety of purposes, it 

penetrates the everyday lives of practitioners.  

 As a performance that emerges primarily from practitioners’ bodily interactions 

and movements, capoeira desires a critical pedagogy that similarly evokes bodily motion 

and interplay. A critical pedagogy that draws from capoeira obliges concentration on the 

body itself—its actions, performances, gestures, and expressions. The paradigm I have in 

mind seeks to make the body a moving presence within the classroom space through the 

incorporation of theatre, performance, and physical exercise while facilitating interplay 
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between the bodies of students and teachers. As I have previously discussed, the bodies 

of students and teachers have been disciplined to behave and act in ways that regulate, 

control, and normativize (see Johnson). In making the body a moving presence these 

tendencies are undermined and averted while opening possibilities for innovation, 

exploration, and discovery. As well, introducing what is most likely to be a new way of 

communicating within classroom spaces pushes the limits of how communication might 

take place in these settings. “There are many languages besides those that are written or 

spoken,” writes performance scholar and activist Augusto Boal. “By learning a new 

language, a person acquires a new way of knowing reality and of passing that knowledge 

on to others” (121). Thus, in situating the body as a moving presence within classroom 

spaces, educators and students immerse themselves in an alternative form of 

communication that results in an alternative vision of the world. 

 Boal’s important work in Theatre of the Oppressed not only traces important 

connections between his model of theatre and the liberatory pedagogy of Paulo Freire, he 

offers specific directions for enacting performances that explore, expose, and critique 

relevant social issues. Working with the Peruvian literacy program ALFIN (Operación 

Alfabetización Integral), Boal co-developed strategies for using theatre to teach literacy 

to Peru’s underclass in order “to change the people—‘spectators,’ passive beings in the 

theatrical phenomenon—into subjects, into actors, transformers of the dramatic action” 

(122). That is, to help the people to see themselves as agents of change. Operating from 

the central tenet that “the first word of the theatrical vocabulary is the human body,” 

Boal’s team devised a four-stage scheme to achieve its goal of transformation through 
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theatre: knowing the body, making the body expressive, the theater as language, and the 

theater as discourse (126). Each stage includes a sequence of exercises that help 

participants become more conscious of their body habits, cultivate their capacity for 

bodily expression, practice activist interventions, and imagine new visions of reality. 

While many of these exercises offer important potential, I want to summarize a few that I 

think would be particularly useful within classroom settings.  

• Forum theater. Contributors narrate an event that contains a controversial issue, 

develop a skit that enacts the event, and then present it for an audience. After the 

presentation, audience members are asked to discuss the solution presented to the 

issue. Those who disagree with the solution are invited to participate in the action, 

stepping in for any performer whose role will create the desired solution. The 

other performers must now react to the revised circumstances and the actions that 

ensue. Boal contends that “Forum theater…instead of taking something away 

from the spectator, evoke in him a desire to practice in reality the act he has 

rehearsed in the theater” (139-40). 

• Newspaper theater. Performers are given methods for converting news or other 

“non-dramatic material into theatrical performances,” such as reading the news to 

a given rhythm of music in order to expose the gist; conveying the material 

realities of hidden in the news via “graphic images, real or symbolic”; and 

presenting decontextualized performances of news events (e.g., a performer 

recreates military warfare in suburbia) (143). 
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• Breaking of repression. A performer recalls a personal experience in which s/he 

felt oppressed, was complicit in that oppression, and behaved counter-intuitively. 

The protagonist (who is recalling her experience) selects other performers to 

recreate the event as it really occurred. Afterward, the performance is replicated, 

only this time the protagonist rejects the oppression, contesting it openly and 

actively, while the other performers still work to uphold their actions from the 

first version. According to Boal, “the fact of having rehearsed a resistance to 

oppression will prepare [the protagonist] to resist more effectively in a future 

reality, when occasion presents itself once more” (150). 

As Boal perceptively notes, theater can be used as tool to teach people about ideology—

the system of values, beliefs, and commonplaces that influence politics, social 

relationships, and public policy. The three exercises described above illustrate the ways 

in which theater contributes to that understanding by encouraging participants to make 

visible, through performance, the underlying motives that drive human action. 

Furthermore, it encourages them to see the roles they play in creating this reality—how 

they are implicated in the systems of power and advantage embedded within the 

performance. Boal contends that “these theatrical forms are without a doubt a rehearsal 

of revolution” (141). Within this rehearsal lies potential for the cultivation of critical 

consciousness. 

 In 2005 Jenna Fishman et al. urged composition scholars to consider the 

implications of performance for student writing and for our curriculum, and they 

prompted us to explore how we might incorporate performance in our teaching 
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approaches, assignments, and institutions. Their research convincingly established that 

students’ literacy practices extend far and wide of the writing classroom and that students 

often draw upon modes of performance in their college learning experiences. Their 

rationale for making the writing classroom a performance space centers on the links 

between literacy and performance, connections that are made clear in Boal’s work. They 

write: 

Performance is a dynamic form of literate expression that is both fun and deeply 

serious. Immediate and face-to-face, performance encourages active participation 

and collaboration, and thus it models many of the qualities we value most in real-

time new-media writing while at the same time it brings renewed attention to talk 

and scripted forms of oral communication. A tool for innovation as well as a 

potential vehicle for helping students to transfer literacy skills from situation to 

situation, performance, at least from our perspective, stands to reinvigorate both 

teaching and learning to the writing classroom (95).     

Clearly, the writing classroom presents opportunities for exploring the connections 

between reading, writing, play, and performance, as well as opportunities for 

investigating and discussing social issues through performance. Having students create 

“self-performed texts”—those that co-author and student Mark Otuteye says a writer 

crafts with the intention of performing in front of a chosen audience—is yet another way 

educators might include performance in their pedagogies. As I have suggested, 

performances of the body offer a radical location for developing new perceptions and 

interpretations of the world. Furthermore, these bodily engagements enliven how we 
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learn and know in academic spaces, thereby augmenting the possibility for change and 

transformation. 

Radical Interaction and Dynamic Dialogue 
 

At the same time that I have cited critical pedagogy as a framework for the 

approach to teaching I have outlined here, I understand that the critiques waged against 

critical pedagogy are valid ones and thus deserve attention. Sharon Welch and Elizabeth 

Ellsworth have interrogated the liberatory politics of critical pedagogy, arguing that 

efforts to achieve an emancipatory agenda may result in educators inventing different 

forms of power and control while compromising students’ independence and equality. As 

Sherry Shapiro writes, “Critical pedagogues arrogate to themselves the superior capacity 

to decode the experience and meanings of students—a practice which in [critics’] account 

must inevitably reconstruct the hierarchical structures of schools” (26). Along similar 

lines, Shari Stenberg traces the corresponding scholarship of McLaren and Ellsworth to 

illustrate that literatures about critical pedagogy often suppose a disembodied teacher 

who works out of context and who is disentangled from the messy ideological 

assumptions that result in inherited prejudice or privilege (52-53). In sum, critics allege 

that proponents of critical pedagogies fail to recognize its risk of imposing new versions 

of repression; that they lack realistic strategies for handling challenges that might arise 

from specific historical, political, social, economic, cultural, and educational contexts; 

and that they fail to adequately account for their own personal biases. 

While there are no easy and sure-fired solutions to these criticisms, I would like to 

offer radical interaction and dynamic dialogue as strategies for assuaging the threats they 
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pose. I also want to argue that any worthwhile and revolutionary teaching endeavor 

entails risks, and the potential that these things might occur does not mean that we should 

prevent ourselves from trying them out. The strategies radical interaction and dynamic 

dialogue takes as a central image two capoeiristas engaged in a dialogic dance in the 

space of the roda—a circle symbolizing the world, life, protection. While the inside of 

the roda is by no means the safest place—kicks are flying at impulsive speeds, tempers 

can flare, and the balance is delicate—it is at the same time a space of discovery and 

reciprocity. In reality, the level of safety within the roda depends on its players. Are they 

willing to both give and take? Are they willing to engage with one another? Are they 

willing to accept and admit their own weaknesses? Are they willing to respect (and if 

necessary take advantage of) their partner’s strengths? Are they willing to admit defeat? 

To accept a humble victory? To learn? To change? To grow? Even more importantly, are 

they willing to do these things together?  

For me, the roda represents a space of transformation where bodies come together 

to take risks, to learn from one another, and to imagine new visions of ourselves and our 

world. In short, it is a space of radical possibility. In this way, the roda closely resembles 

the space of a classroom. When I reference the trope of radical and dynamic interaction 

and dialogue, I am encouraging critical pedagogues to embrace holistic models of 

education that take into account our own as well as our students’ minds, bodies, and 

spirits. That means we encourage and support alternative ways of knowing and being in 

our classrooms, and we accept students’ lived narratives as offerings not as opportunities 

for critical analysis—and that we be willing to share our own. I am encouraging critical 



217 
 

pedagogues to strive for hyperawareness in their surroundings, to recognize that each 

new teaching performance requires of us context-dependent approaches and strategies. I 

am suggesting that the critical pedagogy classroom does not always have to be the safest 

space, but I am demanding that it always be a space where bodies are protected by 

reciprocity, mutual discovery, and respect. I am advocating that those who wish to 

implement a critical pedagogical model in their own classrooms participate in sweat-

inducing dialogue with our students, as we learn to speak from within our bodies as well 

as from within our minds. I seek for us to imagine lively interactions with our students, 

where we give as much as we take, so that we may gracefully dance with them through 

the tumbles and missteps. In endorsing radical and dynamic interaction and dialogue, 

radical teachers can mitigate some of the complications that no doubt can, and will, 

emanate from the high stakes we claim in pursuing meaningful, lasting change. 

Full Circle: Bodily Force and Rhetorical Function in Capoeira 
 

As I conclude this dissertation, I am reminded of a slip of paper Dondi handed out 

at the end of class one day a few months back. By now, its edges, slightly askew from a 

sloppy cut with the scissors, are crumpled from being moved between bags until it finally 

ended up wedged between a photo and a note on my bulletin board. I remember him 

saying that he wanted us to read the words on the “handout” so that we might understand 

how our capoeira forebears understood the art. He appreciated the words and 

significance. Months later, I sit at my kitchen table, struggling to find a way to 

summarize a project that has been years in the making. I go to my bulletin board, remove 

the crinkled half-sheet and bring it back to my computer. I type out its contents: 
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Once before someone asked Mr. Pastinha what was capoeira. And he, old 

respected master, stayed in silence searching within his soul. And then calmly 

answered, in the form of a prayer, “Capoeira, it’s a game, it’s entertainment, it’s 

respect of fear. It measures well courage, it’s a fight, it’s the trickery of a witch. 

It’s the wind on the sail, a moan in the slave quarters, it’s a chilled body, a well 

played berimbau, a smile of a little boy. Capoeira is the flight of a little bird, the 

strike of a coral snake. To feel in the mouth all the taste of danger, a smile to your 

enemy. It’s the shake of hands, it’s a yell of Zumbi, echoing in the Quilombo. It’s 

to stand up from a fall, before even touching the ground. It’s hate, it’s hope rising, 

a slap exploding in the face. It burns in the heart. It’s to accept after all the 

challenge with the desire for battle. It’s a little boat, set free on the ocean waves. 

It’s a little boat, free in the ocean waves. It’s a small boat…” 

I realize now why in the several years that I have been taking classes with Dondi, this is 

the only handout I have ever received from him. I understand that he wanted us to 

comprehend the contradiction of beauty and hope dawning out of struggle and 

oppression. The possibilities, the dangers, the relevance of an uncertain past. The imagery 

of a little boat set free on ocean waves reminds me that capoeira stood, and continues to 

stand, for freedom for many. In spite of the turbulence of the water’s swells, the boat 

symbolizes mobility, discovery, escape. At the same time, the image of the boat recalls a 

history in which slave bodies were taken from their homes, forced onto ships, and 

transported unwillingly to new and unfamiliar lands. In this sense, the boat is also a 
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symbol of confinement, struggle, and oppression. The boat itself is a paradox, making 

this passage all the more appropriate as an ending.  

Over the course of these five chapters, I have attempted to illustrate how 

capoeira’s seeming dialectical oppositions—that is, its contradictions and ambiguities—

possess rhetorical possibilities. As I come full circle with this research, I return to the 

argument that I first made in chapter two regarding slave capoeiras in 19th century Brazil: 

Bodily force, actualized through the practice of capoeira, caused readings of the Black 

body that resulted in their persecution, denial, and repression. In chapter three, I asserted 

that the globalization of capoeira results in both productions and interruptions of social 

hierarchies within capoeira spaces and that these trends flow through and within the 

discourses of the capoeirista’s body. I explored capoeira’s potential as a prospector of 

social change in chapter four, suggesting that when bodies come together to create 

imagined communities within capoeira spaces, they are positioned to carry out important 

coalition work. In this last chapter, I posit that the capoeira body can help educators 

envision a pedagogy in which bodily and embodied forces come together to interrupt 

dominant institutional practices that deny the body and its lived experiences within 

educational settings. In sum, the capoeira body operates as a physical force that serves a 

variety of rhetorical functions, including intervening in social structures of dominance, 

performing identities, recording histories, establishing relational politics, and inviting self 

and communal transformation. As this study of capoeira makes clear, the echoes of 

rhetoric can be heard emanating from the body of a capoeirista, a vital force that artfully 

defies the disembodied silence of the rhetorical canon.
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