
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Learning to walk: Recalling an African-Brazilian past through the game of 
Capoeira 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Taylor Ray 
Department of Anthropology Senior Thesis 

Tuesday, April 12th 2011 
Professor Jesse Shipley 

 
 
 
 
 
 



  2

 
Table of contents 

 
Acknowledgements………………………………………………………………………3  

 
 
Abstract…………………………………………………………………………………4 
 
 
 
Introduction………………………………………………………………………………5 
 
 
 
Chapter 1:Teaching and learning Capoeira………………………………………......13 
 
 

The classroom environment…………………………………………………...19 
 

Teacher communication………………………………………………………..26 
 

Communal learning……………………………………………………………30 
 
 
 
Chapter 2: Embodying the movements………………………………………………..35 
 
 
 
Chapter 3:The roda: Balancing respect and conflict in the application of 
movements........................................................................................................................45 
 
 
 
Conclusion………………………………………………………………………………55 
 
 
 
Works cited……………………………………………………………………………...58 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  3

 
Acknowledgements 

 
 

I would like to thank Jesse for being a wonderful advisor to me throughout the 

past year. To Maris and Doughnut for bringing smiles to my face, even in the first couple 

of months when the word thesis seemed like an impossible feat to conquer. To my fellow 

anthropology majors, especially MK and Carmen with whom I shared many (well one, 

maybe two) Sunday morning-afternoons, and definitely, many text messages of panic and 

support. To Kamau, Eva, and their daughter, Bamidele, Philip, and the FICA group of 

Philadelphia for welcoming me into their family, allowing me to train and observe over 

the past eight months and for always being willing to answer my questions. I have had an 

amazing time and am so fortunate for the experience you offered me. I will miss spending 

my Tuesday and Thursday nights at the recreation center and hope that you all continue 

to train and spread the beauty of Capoeira. To zipcar and the Prius “Predator” car that 

was always available when I needed to arrive safely to class, and to the Crickman-

McKinstry family for their silver 2001 Subaru when it wasn’t. And to the Anthropology 

department and Kathy McGee for scheduling my appointments and reimbursing my 

receipts. To my parents, for loving me no matter what. I hope you all enjoy what I have 

completed.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  4

 
Abstract 

 
 

This paper is a brief representation of a Capoeira Angola class in North 

Philadelphia. Through field-work involving observation and participation, I have been 

able to present the stories of the different members of the class. I have framed their 

thoughts within the literature I found to be most relevant for this study. My work has 

focused on ideas of pedagogy and embodiment as a way to determine how Capoeira is 

understood (or not) by the members of the group, and the way that it is mimicked as a 

cultural practice. I am interested in why students choose to take the class (and continue to 

come), as well as how they interpret the knowledge they are given by our instructor. 

These ideas provide a detailed inquiry of the Capoeira group and tell us something 

greater about memory, relevance, and transformation of cultural practices.  
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Section I: Introduction 

 
My Capoeira instructor always reminds his students of one thing as we train, too 

afraid and weak to bend our knees anymore: 

“Our balance is about being unbalanced,” 
 

And as sweat pours down our faces and we look towards him in pity, hoping to get some 

water: 

“We train for two hours straight, it is what builds our endurance,” 
 

And as I watch as he cuts open an old tire, searching for the metal wire that he will 

fashion into a part of the most important instrument in the game: 

“This is Capoeira Angola, we work with what we have got,” (Compilation of field notes 
from September 2010-April 2011). 

 
Over the past eight months there have been five regular participants in the 

Capoeira Angola class held at a recreation center in North Philadelphia. First hand 

accounts of student perspectives and theory have informed my interpretation of the 

events. Capoeira is focused around a particular event, the roda, literally meaning circle. 

Students and teachers train for the purpose of playing against an opponent, which occurs 

through the ritual of the roda. Weaving together field notes and second hand sources has 

allowed me to explore the classroom environment, embodiment of the art, and cultural 

awareness as a way to realize how students gain interest and continue to train. By 

focusing on the training of Capoeira, I have experienced how the tradition is discussed 

and reinterpreted by students. The culture of Capoeira influences students in their 

interactions. At the same time, students have the ability to reinfluence the culture, 

creating meaning in it for themselves. Analyzing the influences and interpretations that 
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students have has informed my knowledge of how Capoeira is both remembered as well 

as not in this particular setting in Philadelphia.  

Capoeira is an African-Brazilian martial art form. First recognized in 18th century 

Brazil (Almeida 1986) and practiced mostly by slaves, it was viewed by authorities and 

police forces as a disturbance to the public and was later banned for a period of time. The 

tradition of Capoeira is thought to have originated in African countries, specifically the 

West African coast and to have been transmitted across borders to Brazil during the slave 

trade. However, due to poor recording, Capoeira’s history has never been formally 

established. It is clear that Capoeira was a way for slaves to both recall their past African 

culture, train in a bodily activity, and revolt against their oppressors and larger structure 

that was being forced upon them. The movement, practiced as a fight and often disguised 

as a dance, was originally trained in more informal settings before gaining larger 

recognition in the mid 20th century (Talmon-Chvaicer 2008). Examining the history of 

Capoeira will show its importance as a cultural representation for African-Brazilians 

beginning in Brazil and eventually translated to the United States. It will explore where 

and for who the sport gains relevance correctly. The original meaning of Capoeira and its 

evolution through time demonstrate what has been remembered and if not forgotten, 

altered. Capoeira’s history is an example pointing to understandings of ritual and 

memory, the relationship between the past and present. 

Disturbance is a useful anthropological term related to Capoeira which helps 

explore the relationship between opposing cultures. Capoeira’s history as a dance 

practiced by blacks during their enslavement in Brazil in the early 1800s made it a 

disturbing culture. The art spoke to a select group of people as a way to create meaning in 
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their larger social relationships while being viewed as problematic, disturbing, and 

disruptive to white slave owners in particular. Dick Hebdige’s 1979 work is a perfect text 

to help better understand these concepts. Hedbidge’s work focuses on the value and style 

of objects and individuals in post-war Britain. He is most interested in the intersection of 

race and class and what affect it takes on the value of objects. Do social relationships 

limit the ability of an individual to interact freely in society? He discovers that youth in 

post-war Britain are able to act outside of societies’ norms in a way that expresses their 

identity. I found Hebdige’s work to be relevant to Capoeira because it explores the ability 

to revolt against larger structures in a manner that expresses something not only about an 

individual or group, but about the larger society as well. 

Capoeira was constructed both outside and within the larger structure of Brazilian 

society during slavery in what Hebdige terms a “subculture.” Slaves were able to attach 

personal meaning and value to Brazil by creating Capoeira as a sport they could identify 

with rather than conforming to larger social constraints. Subcultures exist and occupy 

themselves within the, “construction of a style, in a gesture of defiance or contempt,” 

(Hebdige 1979:3). These subcultures allow for groups to articulate themselves within 

their existing social conditions. They create meaning and establish authority while 

undermining the larger social structures. Subcultures are outlets that create different ways 

of engaging with structure.  

The practicing of Capoeira provided an outlet through which slaves could respond 

to their conditions. The sport arose as a means of slaves creating “self-development and 

an expression of freedom for [themselves and] anyone dealing with his or her own self 

and social constraints, especially for those who[m struggled] to survive in the [past] 
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economic situation of Brazil,” (Almeida 1986:5). The sport was originally played by 

slaves and poor Brazilians as a means of learning to defend themselves. Training 

Capoeira could often lead to dangerous games where no one was safe. As it continued to 

be practiced and gained more recognition as a sport, the violent uprisings were weeded 

out (Browning 1995). By playing against one another, slaves and black Brazilians were 

able to find common ground and create a community amongst themselves. More 

importantly, they found ways to defend and protect their bodies. The creation of the 

culture of Capoeira worked well in Brazilian society at that time because it allowed 

slaves to create authority for themselves where it was otherwise not granted. 

Capoeira players have created a community. According to Höfling’s (2006) 

analysis of the game of Capoeira, and Hebdige’s definition of “subculture,” original 

Capoeira players redefined Brazilian society for themselves. Players both challenged 

societies’ dominant culture while creating one of their own that supported an African-

Brazilian mindset. Players were able to create their own system and structure of 

authority. Definitions of beauty were created as a way to define a culture of Capoeira. In 

the game, players that can showcase grace and trickery are most valued. Value is realized 

through the mind of the player rather then his or her physical strength and beauty. This 

created a value system in Capoeira, making the game a series of dualities between 

“dangerous and safe, playful and serious, unpredictable and rule-bound,” (Höfling 

2006:86). As these values circulated and continue to circulate today amongst Capoeira 

groups, there exists a culture which players can call their own, one that defies any 

dominant structure like the one that existed in Brazil during slavery. 
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As Capoeira grew in popularity and continued to define itself in opposition to an 

acceptable societal role, it was seen as a disturbance to the peace. Police and larger 

authority figures felt threatened by those that practiced and often blamed them for riots 

and killings. At the same time, Capoeira was viewed as proof to slaves’ enjoyment of 

their social status. Authorities went back and forth between these two views, examining 

whether it was better to feel threatened or have confirmation of a slave’s position in 

society (Talmon-Chvaicer 2008). Capoeira as a subculture was able to work this way: 

operating within Brazilian society while maneuvering itself in a manner that allowed 

Capoeiristas to resituate themselves within a structure that was more appropriate to their 

identity. Not all subcultures are the same because they exist for different people and 

groups in different settings. However, they point to the ability of a community to be 

formed when it is most needed and how it may exist even while being contested against.   

Although Capoeira was banned for a period of time in the late 1800s it was able to 

gain recognition as a national sport shortly after. The same authorities that had originally 

criticized it were now in support of its practice. This support could only come once 

Capoeira was trained within a controlled setting and upheld specific standards. Capoeira 

schools were formed which gave it more legitimacy. Once slavery was outlawed in 

Brazil, many whites and authority figures could appreciate Capoeira for its ability to 

comment on the previously negative social structures. Capoeira was able to shift focus 

from itself as a violent sport to one that helped celebrate African culture in Brazil 

(Talmon-Chvaicer 2008). That it could be used as a national symbol was telling of its 

ability to speak to Brazil’s culture. Subcultures then can only be recognized and 

supported when they adhere to a specific social structure.   
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Today, Capoeira is practiced across the globe in Brazil, Europe, the United States, 

and more. Desch Obi (2008) argues about martial arts’ translation across cultures and 

borders in a manner that allows them to become culturally accepted in their new contexts. 

His ethnography is specifically interested in how African martial arts reflect a specific 

philosophy and worldview. He discovers that these martial arts become embodied in 

individuals to create continuity as well as change. While the art forms are able to 

maintain original meaning, they also become expanded upon to develop personal 

significance. They become personally identifiable and practical while having historical 

roots. Desch Obi’s theory resonates well with the Capoeira class in Philadelphia which I 

have found to contain a balance of maintenance and creativity. While the class is 

structurally set up in a manner that perpetuates its African-Brazilian roots, and the goals 

and topics that we discuss are very clearly embedded in its history, the environment 

welcomes student’s interpretation of the practice of Capoeira. As long as students operate 

within the guidelines of the general institution of Capoeira, they may interpret the 

movements in whichever way makes the most sense to them. 

At the Capoeira class in Philadelphia where I have been training for the past eight 

months, the layout of the class is much more structured and formalized compared to what 

I read in history books that paint an older picture of Capoeira. On the most basic level, at 

the recreation center, we train inside of a classroom without any weapons other than our 

own bodies. The class meets twice a week for a two-hour instructional group lesson and 

once on every second Saturday of the month for a three-hour roda in which students 

gather and play one another in a large circle formation.  
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We train to the best of our ability in the same style as slaves in Brazil once did. 

All of the training done at the recreation center is completed on a hard wooden floor. No 

mats are placed on the ground so that we remain close to the floor. This is to honor where 

Capoeira was originally practiced, on the streets, as well as to the belief that by playing 

on the floor individuals may be closer to spirits and ancestors. Students are taught to train 

forcefully. Your objective in class is not only to train well and grasp movements, but to 

learn how to improvise, to defend and protect yourself, to respond appropriately to 

movements, and to gain endurance so that what you learn in class can be put to effective 

use in a roda where you may play students that you have never trained with in the past 

(Taken from field notes September 2010-February 2011).  

As I have continued to observe and participate in the class, I have focused 

particular attention on the manners in which this martial art has been transmitted across 

borders and continues to be preserved in its original meaning. I have been interested in 

the goals and values of the classroom in Philadelphia and whether these align with 

Capoeira’s original meaning. My research has examined how culture is both created 

as well as redefined. Focusing on student interest provides insight into their 

reflection and interpretation of the movements. In addition, examining Capoeira’s 

history and theory explores ideas that are not discussed by participants as a way to 

better understand their placement in the class. These focuses allow me to 

understand Capoeira’s transformation from Brazil to the United States. It helps to 

understand where meaning is perpetuated versus lost. 

Capoeira’s transition from Brazil to the United States is a way to understand the 

memory of past Capoeiristas and how it is reperformed today. While exploring student 
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interaction with the sport, we can discover what meaning is gained and how students use 

it in their movements. Performance is what ultimately lay at the roots of Capoeira. How 

students create meaning and perform will tell us something about how the tradition is 

retained outside of its original context. Whether or not an African-Brazilian culture is 

retained through Capoeira is dependent on the students and teachers that practice it today.  
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Chapter 1: Teaching and learning Capoeira 

 Capoeira Angola is a demanding sport. It requires physical and mental strength as 

well as patience and knowledge of all aspects of the game. Understanding the game 

requires a strong student and teacher relationship which helps foster a mastery of the 

sport. One of the first things my teacher taught me about were the dualities of the game: 

“People don’t say they fight Capoeira, they play. It’s a game of fun; relax, breathe, loosen 
your muscles. But remember, you can kick that guy’s ass that you’re playing. It’s a game 
of trickery as well,” Kamau, my Capoeira instructor (Taken from field notes September 

30th, 2010). 
 
Students must navigate between the multiple meanings of the sport, unfolding its 

complexities and creating meaning for themselves. This chapter focuses on student and 

teacher perceptions of learning in a Capoeira Angola class in North Philadelphia. It is 

important to examine both how the game is taught as well as learned and played, and 

whether these concepts build on each other or are in opposition. My teacher has focused 

on conveying the culture of Capoeira through his instruction. He is dedicated to exploring 

its history and translation through time and space. It is important to examine how 

students interpret his teaching. Their interaction with it determines how the ritual of 

Capoeira is remembered: if it is lost, stays the same, or is reinterpreted. 

Participant-observation and archival research have informed my understanding of 

student and teacher involvement in the class. The interviews have focused on three 

aspects of the classroom experience: goals, learning and teaching methods, and 

understandings of improvement and success. While studying the teaching and learning of 

Capoeira, anthropologists have focused on aspects including body movement, teacher 

authority and the effectiveness of participation versus peripheral learning. Their research 

has informed both my ethnographic mechanisms and understanding of student and 
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teacher perceptions of the classroom. Much of their work has been, similarly to mine, 

completed through participation and observation. 

Anthropologists have studied Capoeira across the globe from Brazil to the United 

States and Europe. In order to better inform ourselves on perceptions of learning it is 

important to look at both student and teacher perspectives. Both the teacher and student 

play large roles in the learning process. Ultimately, the work of the teacher is what 

inspires and shapes the students’ learning. However, the student’s goals and motivations 

are what drive their work. By focusing on each member of the classroom we can discover 

how methods are learned and adapted to create mastery in Capoeira.  

I have focused my archival and fieldwork research for this chapter on teaching 

and learning specifically. By focusing my research on three main anthropologists, 

Delmont (2006, 2009), Downey (2005, 2008), and Lewis (1992, 1995), I was able to 

more efficiently gain an understanding of how Capoeira has been taught. I selected 

anthropologists that had studied Capoeira for a number of years, either training alongside 

their subjects or observing a wide range of classes. The research informed my 

understanding of Capoeira in Philadelphia as I looked at it alongside my training. 

Delmont, a British anthropologist studying in the United Kingdom focused her 

research of Capoeira on teacher authority (2006) and the effectiveness of peripheral 

participation and its relationship to learning (2009). She used teacher authority in the 

classroom as a way to discuss the seriousness and level of respect developed in Capoeira. 

At the same time, she notes the ability of Capoeira to become a social forum, arguably 

because of what authority helps to create in the classroom (2006). Although Kamau is 

never authoritarian in his instruction, his knowledge as an instructor that has been 
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training and learning about the art for fifteen years allows him to teach in a manner that 

protects students of the potential dangers of the sport and teaches them respect of the 

tradition. The use of authority in Capoeira seems to be different from other sports 

because teachers train alongside students and allow them to interpret movements in their 

own way within a strict code of conduct which they assert while in conversation with 

students. Authority transfers to sociability in this manner. While the sport is very serious 

and respect is demanded, the rules are discussed and explored in collaboration with 

teachers and students. The use of authority in this manner creates a trusting relationship 

between teacher and student.  

In her article with Stephens, Delmont (2009) again observed classes in Britain 

paying particular attention to the effectiveness of peripheral participation. She focused on 

six factors of Capoeira that a student must master: rhythms, songs, etiquette, humor, 

malicia (trickery), and axe (spirit). Although some things may be taught directly in class, 

Delmont and Stephens assert that many factors of Capoeira must be learned through 

experience. Through a case study and analysis they concluded that simply by paying 

attention, watching and listening in classes and the roda, students gain a familiarity with 

Capoeira (Delmont, Stephens 2009:114). Their article supports Lave and Wenger’s book 

(1991), which discusses the ability of peripheral learning to trigger remembrance. 

Reproducing moments (even on the most basic level) creates memory on a physical, 

linguistic, and symbolic level (Lave, Wenger 1991:58). Learning occurs through this 

practice of watching. In the Capoeira class in Philadelphia, students learn through the 

experience of practicing. Kamau’s instruction (as will be demonstrated in the coming 

pages) gives room for students to learn through practice. If a student does not initially 
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understand a movement, they usually pick up on the techniques and rationale involved by 

training with other students and watching games being played.  

Anthropologists such as Downey and Lewis who take part in the training of 

Capoeira are able to add in a larger perspective that takes all aspects of the performance 

into account. Through his participation in Capoeira classes in Salvador, Bahia and New 

York City, Downey becomes aware of the intense practice involved in Capoeira. He 

realized the ability for movements to be playful while unpredictable (2005). As he 

continued to practice Capoeira, he developed a different theory than what he originally 

thought. Downey’s initial thesis was that practicing Capoeira helps create and maintain a 

Brazilian identity. However, he concludes that practicing Capoeira is linked to personal 

identity rather than national identity creation. In some of his later work, Downey (2008) 

is able to focus particular attention on the interactions in the classroom as a way to 

understand strategies used for teaching and learning (2008). He focuses on both visual 

and vocal means of instruction as a way for teachers to inform their audience. The work 

completed by Downey (2005,2008) is relevant to my study of Capoeira due to its focus 

on the creation and recreation of different types of identity, both cultural and individual. I 

use his work as a way to help my own interpretations of Capoeira’s significance for each 

participant in class. 

Lewis (1992), similarly to Downey, pays particular attention to movement and 

embodiment as related to Capoeira. His work was helpful in examining how the 

individuals he trained alongside learned movements. His work was most informing after 

training myself. It allowed for a better understanding of the multiple meanings of 

movements and how training works differently depending on the person.  
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My work in the Capoeira class is important and sheds new light on the field of 

study because I am just as much an observer and anthropologists as a student and learner. 

While Downey (2005, 2008) and Lewis (1995) served as participants as well as observes, 

Delmont (2006, 2009) did not. She chose to observe, conducting formal interviews in her 

office and keeping her interaction with the students strictly to the designated class time. I 

have found it to be extremely important in my research to be an observer and participant. 

While engaging in the community, it is important that I be respectful. Observing the 

classes has allowed me to focus on what is happening in the class, how students are 

reacting, and what Kamau is doing as an instructor. Being a participant informs my 

understanding of what I record in my field-notes. The two roles provide a complete 

experience that taps into the work done in the classroom. Switching roles means that I 

must find a balance between student, anthropologist, and friend. I have to set boundaries 

for myself—designating a specific role to each class.  

During the beginning of my fieldwork I thought it would be plausible to practice 

for half of the class, and observe for the other half. I quickly realized that this was 

distracting not only to myself, but to the other students as well. I decided to increase my 

fieldwork from one night to two in order to more effectively divide my time. I felt that 

this method gave me a better sense of perspective as well as respect in the classroom. 

After each class, I was able to relate to the students on a more personal level. I could start 

talking with them, discussing the workout and asking questions about my movements. I 

felt more comfortable asking people for interviews knowing that they could see that I was 

doing the same level of work as them in the class. My intentions, for me, and hopefully 

for them to see, have been to take the class, to work as hard as everyone else, and to gain 



  18

an understanding of Capoeira and it’s history while also inquiring further about it, 

gaining perspectives from other students and teachers, and writing about my experience. I 

have been honest about these intentions from the beginning and think that they strengthen 

my fieldwork. At first, I worried that the other students and my teacher would hold back 

in their conversations with me knowing that I was writing, but instead, I have discovered 

the opposite. All participants have been excited and willing (sometimes approaching me 

first) to discuss their ideas of the class. There are a lot of experiences that I would miss 

out on if I were not practicing Capoeira with the other students. Now, having observed 

and participated in the class, there is a strong relationship between myself and the other 

students. Juggling both roles has allowed for greater depth in my project.  

Due to my methods, I felt comfortable asking students and my instructor for more 

personal accounts than what I can pick up through my observation. Throughout these 

interviews, I have concentrated on ideas of learning and teaching. I asked students to 

analyze their experiences in the classroom, elaborating on their ability to connect with the 

movements in a manner that allows for their growth. I also asked them to describe to me 

the environment they feel is created through Kamau’s pedagogy and how it influences 

their ability not only to learn but also to continue to participate in the class. Gaining 

information from students allowed me to understand their reasons for continuing to 

participate and how and what they personally gained from the experience. I asked Kamau 

about his goals for the class and ability to convey those across a range of student levels. 

Talking to my instructor was important for understanding his focus for the class. 

Although I have my own personal opinions on these topics, I felt it important to ask them 

to examine their own individual roles in the classroom for me to discover whether or not 
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patterns exist which encapsulate the teaching and learning environment in this specific 

classroom. Receiving information from the students as well as teacher in the classroom 

showed the overlapping as well as contrasting goals as a way to discover the common 

themes being taken away from each persons’ participation in the class.   

The themes of teaching and learning are important in the greater context of my 

thesis because they provide knowledge of teacher communication, classroom 

environment, and student interest. These are all valuable factors that support the larger 

ability of Capoeira history to be maintained and remembered across time and space. To 

have Capoeira practiced in the United States is remarkable and yet, sensitive. In order for 

Capoeira to be practiced outside of its original boundaries, I feel that it must be respected. 

With such historical roots, it is important to hold on to its authenticity. This means that 

classroom expectations need to be set high and that students need to achieve a level of 

mastery that allows them to not only grasp the movements of Capoeira, but also it’s 

history. It is only in this way that practicing Capoeira pays homage to its original roots. 

By focusing on teaching and learning I can appropriately assess the ability to recall and 

maintain Brazilian identity through the strengthening of a student’s own ideas of 

responsibility and respect. 

Section 1:The classroom environment 

 The physical space of the classroom allows students to recognize upfront the 

types of expectations that will be embedded in their learning experience. The way the 

class is run has allowed me to better understand Kamau’s goals for himself and students. 

The space and interactions that occur perpetuate an African-Brazilian culture. 

The Capoeira Angola class in North Philadelphia meets every Tuesday and Thursday for 
students of all levels from 6:30-8:30 pm. On any given night, the space could occupy 
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anywhere from one student to five, usually no more. My instructor Kamau is often 
accompanied by his wife Eva and their five year old daughter (both of whom train 

Capoeira as well, although, usually their daughter eats her dinner and draws quietly, only 
participating when she feels like it). When I entered the classroom on my first night in 

late September of 2010 I could not help but notice the decorum. The classroom is painted 
in Brazil’s colors: blue, green, and yellow. The walls are adorned with decorations and 
information about Capoeira. Berimbau’s, the most popular and important instrument in 
Capoeira, line the back wall of the classroom. It felt comfortable, safe, like home. My 

introduction into the space was an unconventional one. I called the number on the 
website to ask if it would be okay for me to observe the class for a number of weeks as a 
part of my senior thesis project. When I spoke with the man that would later become my 
instructor, he convinced me, well, basically told me, that in order to get the most out of 
the experience, and to write the best paper on Capoeira, I should not just observe, but 

train. And so two weeks later I began… 
(Taken from field notes, September, 2010). 

 
Upon walking into the classroom, students can tell that the space tries to hone in on the 

Capoeira culture. Throughout sessions, adults and kids wandering the halls of the 

recreation center poke their heads into the classroom space, drawn in by the music, and 

watch us train as well as read about some of Capoeira’s history along the walls. The 

space allows students to interact with the history.  

In my time spent in the classroom I have learned of my instructors’ ability to 

create a balance between the seriousness and socialness of Capoeira. The first day that I 

went to the class, an older student was teaching. My instructor was unable to make it due 

to another commitment. I trained for an hour with Bamidele before he let me go. 

Bamidele, originally from Nigeria, has been training Capoeira for three and a half years. 

He first encountered Capoeira when he arrived in Philadelphia and saw people training. 

He was particularly drawn to the roots and similarities of this Brazilian dance/martial art 

to Africa. For Bamidele, Capoeira looked like a fun activity that he wanted to try. Today, 

besides my instructor Kamau and his wife Eva, Bamidele is the only member of the 

group that I have grown to know and train with for a period of time.  
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As Bamidele and I spoke informally on my first day, he told me two things that 

particularly resonated with me. The first was that Kamau focuses particular attention on 

the basic movements of Capoeira, training them repeatedly and teaching all of the 

technicalities and details. At this moment, after I had trained for an hour and was 

sweating profusely, out of breath and in dire need of food and water, I realized that I 

was in for something intense. The class was going to be serious and I would need to be 

ready to apply myself to the fullest by the following week when I was meeting my 

instructor. It no longer mattered that I was a college student coming into the class for the 

purpose of writing my senior thesis. If I was going to step into this community, I needed 

to be serious, ready to train, and willing to become completely involved.  

The second comment Bamidele made to me when talking about the different level 

of students that train in the classroom was that he, “always learn[s] a lot from them 

[beginner students]…the way they react to things is really interesting.” I was surprised 

to hear this, wondering what I (as a beginner student) could have to offer him. I had no 

idea what I was doing or why I was doing it—my movements were awkward, I was 

stiff. Even so, his statement lead me to believe that communal learning is encouraged in 

the class, that students of all levels will work together, learning from one another. This 

idea suggests that it is only when students work together that individuals can learn from 

their mistakes, develop larger concepts, and eventually, master the movements. In class, 

we practice together, in a circle where we are always able to see what our peers are 

doing. This fosters and enables students to take advice from one another, to ask 

questions, and learn from each others’ mistakes. Hearing an older student say this was 
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refreshing and allowed me to gain confidence. Maybe my awkward movements would 

add something to his learning.  

When I began class the next week, and as I continue to train eight months later, I 

discovered Kamau’s seriousness in class, his attention to detail, as Bamidele had warned 

me of, but also his lightheartedness, his ability to make the space feel comfortable and 

fun. From the time class begins until it ends, Kamau expects that each student will remain 

focused. He holds all students, whether beginners or more advanced to the same 

standards.  For the two hours that we are there our minds should be focused on one thing 

only, training Capoeira. I was introduced to this discipline during my second class. At the 

end of class Kamau sat all of the students down on the floor (by this time there was 

Bamidele, two men who had their daughters, Kamau, his wife Eva and their daughter, 

and myself). At first he seemed angry, mad. I could sense that he was frustrated in trying 

to balance having his five year old daughter who had been training on and off in addition 

to the older students. For this reason, he said,  

“you know…usually, from what I’m used to, what I learned, you train for two 
hours…straight. There is no water, no breaks, you just train. It hurts, but you do 

what you have to do, whatever it takes to get through. You can go slow. You 
know, sometimes I go slower than the slowest, but I do it. You have to keep 

going, build your endurance,” (Taken from field notes, September 30th, 2010). 
 

As he was talking, I realized his expectations of his students. During class, whether you 

are five years old or forty, you are expected to be present, focused. After hearing this, I 

would never take a water break again. I wanted to uphold his expectations, to go above 

and beyond. I realized as he continued to talk, relating the way we train in the classroom 

to how we will perform during the rodas, that he sets these standards to help protect us 
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later. For that reason, his goals for the classroom are realistic. As he continued talking, he 

said, 

“During the rodas, that’s what people do best. They keep going for two hours 
straight, and as they continue to play, they get better. Because they have been 

practicing the whole time while you are sitting there, singing and clapping, they 
have endurance. And sometimes the game gets more dangerous as they play 

because they get tired, but they can still push through. That is what I want you 
guys to do,” (September 30th , 2010). 

 
Suddenly what he was saying made sense. He was trying to protect us, our bodies. In 

class, he wants us to train in preparation for rodas. It is important to build up our muscles 

and endurance so that we can be competitive while playing with other people.  

Kamau’s expectations have built his level of authority in the classroom. The 

social aspect of class balances this authority. By creating a comfortable classroom 

environment, Kamau asks his students to be dedicated to the sport. During the class time, 

Kamau trains seriously and expects the same of the students. However he sets aside time 

at the end of class for students to ask questions either about Capoeira in general or the 

specific movements that we trained. This creates a space where Kamau can engage 

students in a discussion about the tradition of Capoeira. By merging training and 

discussion, students become knowledgeable of Capoeira’s past and present. As students 

gain this knowledge, they perpetuate the ritual of Capoeira in their movements and 

thoughts. Training and playing Capoeira is a social event. At the Capoeira class in 

Philadelphia, social events are directly attached to the class and rodas. After formal 

training, students and teachers engage in conversation about Capoeira which eventually 

leads to talking about daily life. Due to this distinction between Delmont (2006) and my 

work, I have seen, and participated in the social events that come alongside Capoeira.  
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Engaging in the socialness involves simply a willingness to hang out and talk with 

students as well as Kamau after class. Training Capoeira always ends at 8:30 pm, but I 

never leave to go home until around 9 pm. I realized the social level of Capoeira after my 

second class, even after Kamau’s discussion of attention and engagement. I hung around 

in the room with one other student while Kamau and Eva packed up their stuff and locked 

the doors. We walked down the stairs together; I was planning on taking the subway 

home. However, when we got to the door and looked outside we saw that it was pouring 

rain. Kamau and Eva offered to give me a ride to the subway. At first I hesitated but 

quickly realized that I could not walk in the rain with all of my belongings. I got in the 

car and noticed that they were also giving a ride to Bamidele. We sat in the back and 

helped buckle up their daughter. Suddenly the conversation shifted from talking about 

Capoeira to our own interests. On the way to the subway we had an informal 

conversation talking about Brazil, studying and spending time there, and learning 

Portuguese. I realized in this moment that the class is about much more then learning 

Capoeira, it is about making connections, discovering things about yourself and the 

people you surround yourself with. I enjoyed speaking with Kamau and Eva about Brazil, 

hearing their perspectives. Making these types of connections fueled my desire to 

continue to return to class and train alongside them. Although it was a difficult balance 

between observer, student, friend, and mentor, I realized that even outside of Kamau’s 

classroom he is a charismatic teacher who shows a genuine interest in his students.  

The social environment created in class allows students to gain confidence in 

themselves and feel a loyalty to the people with whom they are training. Through 

continuous participation students begin to feel a commitment to the other students and 
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their learning. These concepts relate back to Kamau’s original goals, creating a space that 

allows students the ability to gain mastery over Capoeira and its movements. Downey 

(2005) found that the main focus of his classes consisted of intense practice as a means of 

becoming fluent in the movements. He found that students experimented with the way 

their body felt in the sequences: they were slow in their movements, testing things out. 

Eventually, he found that, “in response to [the] training, our bodies adapted,” (Downey 

2005:25). As students became more confident they were able to gain a greater awareness 

of Capoeira as a dance and martial art that is both playful and deceiving. This concept has 

certainly been the case for me as a new student in Capoeira. I have not done anything 

physical and through instruction for a really long time. After the first three classes, I 

could barely move. When I spoke with Bamidele about this he informed me that it was 

natural, just as he thought about all novice players: “They act in a very uncapoeira way. 

They react outside of the context of Capoeira because they’re not really into it yet,” 

(Conversation with Bamidele, September 23rd, 2010). He told me that through time my 

body would adjust to the movements. As I adapt I am able to better grasp the movements 

in a way that makes sense for myself and Capoeira.  

Learning Capoeira is difficult. My instructor’s wife compared it to learning to 

walk: “It takes time, to condition your body to this new style,” she said, (Converstion 

with Eva, April 9th, 2011). As we work, its important to have a supportive environment. 

The classroom context allows students to communicate well with the instructor and gain 

an understanding of what they are training. Delmont (2006) discovered that authority and 

seriousness help maintain a level of respect and order in the classroom. The ultimate goal 

of the authority she observed (as is the case in my classroom) is trust and protection. This 
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pattern of authority as well as the pedagogical methods that Kamau uses are what will 

ultimately promote student understanding of movements. 

Section 2:Teacher communication 

The below vignette, taken from my field notes, describes a common scene in the 

Capoeira class in North Philadelphia. Kamau’s teaching has become predictable. This 

allows students to be prepared when they come to class. They can adjust their mindset 

knowing that they will train Capoeira movements for at least an hour and a half. The 

predictability is securing. It allows students to become comfortable with their bodies and 

Kamau’s instruction and intervention.  

The Capoeira class in North Philadelphia does not always start promptly. Usually 
as people cycle in, Kamau lets them get settled, changing their clothes and 

helping to set up the classroom. At around 7:45 pm we begin, fifteen minutes after 
the scheduled time. Kamau has all of the students gather in a large circle, facing 

one another, but in their own space. He stands at the top of the circle where 
everyone can see him. Kamau first leads us in exercises stretching our legs, arms, 
neck and back, and finally our wrists. After stretching we jump directly into the 

class routine. 
 

During training Kamau directs movements towards the class as a whole. He 
follows a very similar routine throughout each class: naming a movement, 

demonstrating it, and giving the students time to individually work on the move. 
Kamau always begins with the ginga, the most basic and yet important move in 
Capoeira which requires that a student move both of their legs while continually 

swaying their arms back and forth. As we work through the ginga, Kamau 
watches and slowly begins to add other movements about every five or so 

minutes, creating a sequence. In order to direct us towards movements, Kamau 
names the movement in Portuguese and demonstrates it once for us. He provides 

group instruction and reminders throughout our learning. For example, while 
completing a kick in one class he reminded us to swing our leg behind our bodies 
first, then in front. He instructs us to swing high, and to gain leverage and power 
by again holding our arms behind ourselves (Taken from field notes, September 

30th , 2010). 
 

Each student works at his or her own pace. During our sequences, Kamau pays 
close attention to each student and when needed, will provide individual 

instruction. When a student is having trouble with a particular movement (which 
has happened to me quite a few times!), Kamau will watch closely and then begin 
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to correct the student. There are three methods of intervention he uses when 
adjusting a student. The first is telling a student what they are doing wrong, the 

second is demonstrating the movement properly, and third is moving the 
individual’s body. When Kamau has to move my leg and reposition my hands on 

the floor I know that I am not only doing the movement incorrectly, but that I 
need to work harder on it in order to gain mastery (Compilation of field notes 

from September and October 2010). 
 

Kamau’s teaching in class is about providing information to his students so that 

they will understand the movements. Although he provides frequent instruction and 

makes adjustments throughout class, he does this as a way to facilitate improvisation. 

Kamau wants his students to grasp the technical details of movements but never expects 

that each person will perform in the same way. 

When I asked him about his goals for the class, he told me that he hopes to make 

connections for students from class to class, to build on the basic concepts of Capoeira so 

that they may then find ways to improvise during a game, increasing their strengths and 

ability to beat another player. “From class to class I try to have variety. I look at people’s 

games.” For Kamau, by working on a student’s weaknesses, he can help improve his or 

her game. The levels of intervention he uses in the classroom allow students to work on 

their weaknesses while thinking through their movements, making smart choices about 

where their footing should be and why. The type of intervention that Kamau provides 

allows students to think on their feet and understand the concepts of the game needed to 

outsmart their opponents.  

Often times, after Kamau goes through his levels of intervention with a student, 

he places the movement in context of the game. He explains not only why the movement 

is important, but also how it can best be utilized. For example, while practicing a kick, 

Kamau will come over to me, stick out his arm, palm facing me and say, “kick me.” I’ll 
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kick, hesitant at first, but as he edges me on I will work on controlling my movement and 

adding power to hit him directly in the palm of his hand. Bourdieu (1990) briefly 

explores the significance of intervention styles similar to the ones used by Kamau. In 

practicing and learning dance, Bourdieu proposes that the best form of communication is 

through the body. It is too complicated to talk through all of the movements and 

impossible to use any type of literature in the classroom. Instead, silence, demonstration, 

and mimicry become the only logical means by which to grasp a movement (Bourdieu 

1990:165-167). Bourdieu is good for explaining how goals can best be met through 

instruction. He shows not only why Kamau uses certain instruction but how it is 

effective. If Kamau sees that a player is incorrectly completing a movement, he will say 

something. His goal in that sense is to have everyone succeed in how they are 

performing. By holding out his hand and having a student practice a movement, Kamau 

ensures that they understand the feeling, the type of power and expression that goes into 

completing it. However, when providing instruction Kamau and his wife Eva recognize 

that each player will have a unique manner in which they complete the movement. This 

recognition is important to personal growth in the classroom. The pedagogical methods 

used by Kamau and Eva are what allow students to understand the expectations of the 

class to develop a skill set and understand their own success and mastery over the 

movements and when they can be best put to use. These methods allow us to think with 

our bodies, which is a key tool for success in Capoeira. 

The expectations Kamau has as related to teaching movements allow students to 

gain awareness over their own learning and development in the classroom. “You know 

when you’re doing well…it’s almost like taking a test. You know if you’re going to do 
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well and if you’re not, depending on how you prepare yourself. It’s a feeling,” said 

Bamidele one night when I asked him how he determines his own success in the 

classroom (Interview with Bamidele, November 9th, 2010). This is the same sense I have 

gotten through my experiences. I know when Kamau is going to intervene on my 

movements, when I do not understand a concept as fully as he would like me to. But this 

is okay. Kamau is always willing to help; he wants his students to succeed. If you are 

willing to put in the time and effort, to show that you care, and work hard, he will help 

you, he will scaffold. This idea of scaffolding was introduced by Vygotsky, a 

psychologist who focused his work on child development.  

Scaffolding is the process by which a teacher works with a student from their 

level of development towards a customized goal. It is different from the traditional sense 

of learning in that the teacher and students are not working towards a common standard 

but instead one that makes sense for each individual. Vygotsky elaborates on the zone of 

proximal development as a means for understanding how to appropriately scaffold 

learners (1978). The zone of proximal development allows a teacher not only to 

recognize where a student is in their learning process, but also delineate where they are 

going (Vygotsky 1978:87). He goes on to declare that an individual can only replicate a 

movement within their level of understanding and development (Vygotsky 1978:88). 

These are essential educational theories to recognize when applying instruction. Kamau’s 

instruction is conscious of this theory. He appropriately adjusts the movements and 

instruction he gives based on the levels of students with whom he is working.  

One evening while training Capoeira, I found myself to be the oldest student in the 
classroom. I was training with someone that works in the field of Capoeira (he sells 
Capoeira clothes through an online store) but who had only trained once beforehand 

about ten years ago. I was surprised to see him when I showed up to class on this night, 
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but excited for a new face. About halfway through class Kamau had us stop working on 
movements and moved towards some conditioning. Kamau used me as his partner to 
demonstrate the conditioning movements to the other player. We trained about five 

different movements and showed them each two or three times as a demonstration. For 
most of the time, I did the same movements, in the same way that the new student was 

doing them. Yet, as we progressed in the movements, Kamau began to alter the manner in 
which he wanted me to do them. For one movement in particular, au de cabeça, Kamau 

had the new student slowly work up to it, training a more beginner style of the 
movement, while he told me to do the full movement, which included balancing on my 

head and shifting my arm position while simultaneously swinging my legs over my head 
to the other side. The new student (as well as I) was shocked at my ability to do this and 

the idea that at some point in the future, he too would be expected to do the same. (Taken 
from field notes, March 17th, 2011). 

 
By asking students to perform in different manners, Kamau appropriately scaffolds to 

each students’ level, challenging them while recognizing their own abilities.  

Although Kamau is willing to slowly introduce movements and more advanced 

steps to students, he stresses importance on mastery and attention to details. A movement 

is not mastered when you succeed in completing it during one class, you are not a teacher 

of Capoeira after three years of training, and novice are not built to understand the 

appropriate muscle and body movement of each step throughout the process. Instead, 

Capoeira is a sport that demands practice and patience. 

Section 3:Communal learning 

 One of the significant features of Capoeira class is that students learn and work 

together. The small classroom environment perpetuates communal learning. Students 

grow together in the classroom as they perfect their movements. Kamau and the students 

expect that this is recognized and respected. They depend on one another for support. 

Each night after class Kamau gathers all the students to the back of the room and makes 
announcements. He talks about things going on outside of our group as well as upcoming 

performances or rodas we have. One night, he announced a moving screening that a 
member of the group was putting together when a student said that he might not be able 

to attend. Kamau responded, “Although you have work and a family, you also have a 
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responsibility to us.” In his conversation, Kamau stressed the importance of supporting 
one another and attending a group event. (Taken from field notes, October 21st, 2010). 

 
This class, and everything it represents, is truly like a family. This comment made 

me realize that. There is a greater importance and expectation of the class than just the 

two hours twice a week. You are expected to attend outside events, those organized by 

group members in particular. They do not happen often, but when they do, there is 

usually a good turnout of people and familiar faces. These expectations (at least for me) 

are hardly burdensome and instead are a way to maintain contact with one another and 

expand our horizons. By attending classes and outside events, students broaden their 

social interactions and gain an awareness of cultural events that they would not have 

exposed themselves to otherwise.  

Capoeira has the ability to transform students’ understandings of themselves and 

the cultures around them. It provides exposure and awareness of tradition. As this occurs, 

students do not only feel a commitment to something but are fueled by the learning 

experience that it has to offer. As students become more comfortable in the atmosphere, 

with one another, and their own bodies, they begin to feel a responsibility. I spoke with 

Philip and Bamidele after each of them had missed a week of class and they both 

reinforced this sentiment for me. “I don’t want to do that anymore [miss a class],” said 

Philip, “So I do feel a responsibility to come.” It seemed as though Philip was 

challenging his thoughts aloud for the first time. Through this process he realized how 

important practicing Capoeira has been, how it has changed his level of thinking and 

ability to learn. Philip, a student at Temple, compared the class to what he has grown 

accustomed to at Temple. “I am realizing how different other forms of learning are. Like 

school, it is nothing like this…The teaching, learning, and expectations.” He felt that he 
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could be more focused in the small environment of the Capoeira classroom. “I don’t think 

about anything else while I’m here. This lets me just focus on trying to get better.”  

For Philip and many other students, Capoeira has become more than just the 

structured training activity he was searching for when he joined the group in October 

2010. Now, he has a responsibility. Yet this idea did not seem to be overwhelming to 

him. He enjoys coming to class. When he comes his mind is free of all other stress and 

events in his life. His personal goals are to improve his movements and focus throughout 

the class. When I asked him why he felt such a responsibility he replied, “a lot of that has 

to do with how Kamau runs class. He respects it so much so that makes me respect it.” 

Kamau’s authority, discipline, and charisma shape Philip’s learning in the classroom and 

ability to develop (Interview with Philip, December 7th, 2010). As I thought more about 

this, I turned to Bamidele. He has known Kamau for three and a half years and has 

developed a strong relationship with him both inside and outside of the class.  

As the longest training student in the class (third to teachers Kamau and Eva), it is 

important to recognize Bamidele’s understanding of communal learning in the classroom. 

He sets the standard and models this in the classroom for Philip and myself to adapt to. 

As newer students, we look up to Bamidele and expect that he will demonstrate the 

appropriate way to interact with one another and the game. Bamidele reinforced Philip’s 

sentiment of feeling guilty for missing class. He mentioned a definite responsibility to the 

class especially as an older student. “There’s a community that you don’t realize until 

you understand the group dynamics.” Although Bamidele recognizes this, he did admit to 

being shy and probably not as assertive as Kamau would like him to be. Bamidele 

recalled when he first started practicing Capoeira: “The older students were around a lot 
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more. Everybody was really nice and showed me things in and outside of the class. They 

were eager to have me there.” For him, this has been a reinforcement of Kamau’s 

expectations. Even though Bamidele would at times prefer to hang out in the back, he 

genuinely hopes to do for Philip and I what older students did for him. I got a sense when 

talking to him that he enjoys the environment and hopes that we as students can learn to 

master the movements together. This idea of communal learning as well as what 

Bamidele mentioned to me the first day of class related to learning from novice students 

reminded me of Mauss’ The Gift (1990). In his book, Mauss discusses how gifts navigate 

their way between the space of obligation and altruism. Gifts are not always given in the 

most conventional standards, but givers expect that they will be received and 

reciprocated. I am curious to discover how novice students reciprocate this process. 

In the classroom, all of the students support and learn from one another. The older 

student leads while the younger ones look towards them for advice. Sometimes if I am 

especially confused (even after Kamau has intervened), I will look towards Bamidele, 

just watching his movements and mimicking them. At other times, I could be working on 

a movement, feeling confident in my steps, and Bamidele will come over to me and 

demonstrate, having me replicate the movement as he goes through it with me before 

jumping back in to the routine circle that Kamau has had us create.  

In the classroom, students are able to use one another as stepping stones in their 

growth of the movements. As students become comfortable and feel a responsibility to 

the class, they expand their relationship with Capoeira and the students they train 

alongside. Through Kamau’s instruction and expectations, students are able to 

appropriately assess their growth in the classroom, working towards the maintenance of 
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Capoeira as an African-Brazilian art form. Students are given appropriate levels of trust 

and freedom in the classroom while working under the standards that have been clearly 

laid out by Kamau. As long as a student is willing to work hard and follow Kamau’s lead, 

he will work through each of the processes, paying attention to details, that will improve 

that students’ game and allow them to eventually master the movements. Through this 

process of communal learning, and Kamau’s focus on the importance on dance, song, and 

instruments, an important tradition is mimicked and remembered.  
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Chapter 2: Embodying the movements 

While casually talking and asking questions after one class I asked Kamau about 

why we use certain characteristics in our movements. I have noticed how he and the older 

students stress certain concepts such as always having an awareness of the person you are 

playing, keeping eye contact, and your body protected with one hand in front of your 

chest. Yet, I have never been physically hit or harmed by a movement and I would never 

think to do that to another player. Why then must we be so protected, so defensive at 

every moment?  

I started asking my question, “why is it that we have to remain protected if no one 
is ever going to hit us?” Immediately, Bamidele who was sitting on the floor with 
Kamau and I, jumped in, “do not say that! That you are not going to get hit. You 

could get hit, it happens.” At first I was taken aback by this, but, as Bamidele 
went on and Kamau joined in I realized that the game is more dangerous than I 

had thought, as dangerous as I had been told but not wanted to believe. “You have 
to play like you are going to hit someone,” said Bamidele, “otherwise, your 

movements are not going to be as powerful and your partner is never going to 
think that you are serious. I would never hit someone in this classroom, no one I 
know, but I always have to be prepared.” Kamau nodded his head saying, “my 
teacher, he has told me that he never trusts anyone in the roda. No one. Not his 
family, not his friends, no one. He says he is always playing Capoeira, in and 

outside of the roda.” As they talked with me it became clear that our bodies must 
constantly be prepared to fight, ready to attack if needed. We should never let our 
guards down. “But at the same time,” I chimed in, ending our conversation, “we 

have to be respectful?” Kamau and Bamidele agreed saying that there are 
unwritten rules about what you do and do not do in the roda and that as a player 
you have to find a balance between being defensive and respectful. In Capoeira, 

adjustments must be made to maintain this unique mindset that allows our bodies 
to follow. (Taken from field notes January 25th, 2011). 

 
This questioning has affected my ability to work through movements. It has helped me 

understand that there is a specific way to play Capoeira that I must always have in mind 

so that I am playing safe, but more importantly, so that I do not offend the practice of the 

game itself. 
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By gaining an awareness of the rules of Capoeira and understanding the meaning 

behind the movements, students gain the tools to transmit the culture of Capoeira into the 

way they perform. By placing embodied learning in the context of Capoeira we can 

examine how this occurs. The theories that I will explore in the pages that follow will 

help explore three important concepts: 1. The process by which students learn to think 

about the movements, performing them in a way that becomes unique to their bodies, 2. 

How Capoeira is different from other bodily practices, and 3. To articulate the 

complexities of Capoeira, as a sport as well as a cultural activity. These ideas provide 

insight into student performance of Capoeira. This is important for exploring each 

student’s contribution to the class and tradition of Capoeira. 

Embodied learning is often discussed in relation to physical activities (such as 

dance) as a way to explain the relationship between the mind and body. It explores the 

influence that an individual’s thoughts and ideas have on the subsequent motions of their 

bodies. This connection is usually not explicit or purposeful but is instead often an 

unconscious decision (Bresler 2004). However, Capoeira is a bodily art form that requires 

the awareness of your body and mind. Although attention to this balance is not always 

discussed in class, conversations about how or why we perform do occur, especially 

when a student has difficultly maintaining a particular style of movement. As we realized 

earlier, Kamau has a very formulaic pedagogy that allows for concepts to be connected 

from class to class and for students to gain mastery over movements. Capoeira requires 

that students are constantly thinking on their feet, analyzing the game and determining 

what movements make sense. 
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Due to the fact that Capoeira is a relaxed, playful, balanced, and defensive sport, 

students must be able to think on their feet, to pull movements from their head in order to 

react to their partners. Students need to be able to improvise in their movements. Students 

are provided with a repertoire of movements (both attacks and defenses) from which they 

are expected to select from appropriately. Without learning how to do this, your 

movements will be inappropriate to the sport of Capoeira, it would be like kicking a ball 

in baseball. Students must learn that when their partner kicks, they should respond with a 

defensive movement followed by an attack. The movements should be quick and 

forceful. If the student moves slowly, their reactions will be strained. If they do not 

respond forcefully, their safety will be jeopardized and they will not be taken seriously 

(Taken from field notes September 2010-February 2011). By being trained to think and 

act in this manner, students learn from the beginning how to present their bodies towards 

their partners. They learn how to respond to movements, and can determine when a 

reaction is appropriate versus not. As students are exposed to how the game is played, 

they learn the unwritten rules of Capoeira. Playing in the specific manner that Kamau 

asks, students whether consciously or not, represent Capoeira’s past and present. The 

movements are telling of a specific culture, they explore the way that slaves created 

social mobility for themselves, learning how to defend and express their identity through 

the movements. Now, as students continue to do that, they are not only repeating the 

expression and culture of slaves, but they are creating their own culture through the way 

that they perform as it is respectful of the past. 

In the class, there exists a range of reactions related to how students balance 

Capoeira between the past and present, tradition and current relevance. Bresler (2004) 
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defines embodied learning as “ways in which the body both encodes cultural values and 

creates personal meaning,” (4). Bresler provides a large range of examples which 

examine the body in different physical contexts each pointing to the fact that individuals 

act and respond to instruction in a self-appropriate manner. The body and mind act 

together to gain an awareness of social contexts and create relevance for the individual. I 

found this theory to be important because it points to the fact that in each movement of 

Capoeira students are using their minds and bodies to mimic the cultural practice. 

However, it is aware of the fact that the manner in which students choose to participate in 

the movements is determined by the way they are learning and interpreting instruction in 

the class. Through their interaction with the game, each student discovers personal 

meaning; what they bring to class and take away from it are reflections of that 

uniqueness.  

Each student is in the Capoeira class in Philadelphia for different reasons. It is 

important to examine their thought process and backgrounds as a way to understand how 

they embody the sport. For Philip, one of the newer students, he was searching for an 

instructional sport that would allow him to get more active. While searching for different 

classes, he stumbled upon Capoeira, something which although slightly outside of his 

comfort zone would allow him to participate in something he enjoys doing, dancing 

(Taken from field notes, November 9th, 2010). About three months in to class, Philip was 

still enjoying it, but beyond his original expectations of learning something new. “I am 

not just coming to Capoeira to get better,” Philip said to me one night after class, “the 

times I enjoy class the most are when Kamau jokes with me.” Philip enjoys the socialness 

that the Capoeira group offers. 
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As he continued to talk about the class and his relationship, it became clear to me 

that while Philip’s primary interest is not in gaining a cultural understanding of Capoeira, 

he is learning something beyond a physical activity. As the only white student that 

regularly comes to class, Philip can sometimes feel out of place. As he continued to 

discuss this, it became clear to me that any insecurities he has related to the class are a 

result of his own struggles with personal identity. He said to me that sometimes he feels 

“it does not make sense for [him] to be studying [Capoeira] without an understanding of 

[his] history,” (Taken from interview with Philip, February 3rd, 2011). Growing up, 

Philip’s parents never focused particular attention on their children learning about their 

heritage and Philip had never pursued learning about it up until now when he began 

taking history classes at Temple University. While training Capoeira he has learned that 

he has an interest in learning about his family ancestry, especially now as he partakes in 

an activity that is so much embedded in culture. Philip has gained a personal sense of 

relevance in the class and has found meaning for himself through an activity that he 

thought would be just that, an activity. 

For Bamidele, a student that has been training Capoeira for three and a half years 

now, he originally joined the group because he was drawn to the aesthetic values of 

Capoeira. When he first saw it practiced in Philadelphia, he said to himself, “this is art. 

This is beautiful.” He was drawn to the movements involved, not necessarily it’s music or 

cultural values. As Bamidele has gained a greater sense of Capoeira, both for himself and 

it’s larger cultural values, he has established his own expression of the movements. When 

learning different movements and sequences, Bamidele’s first priority is to master the 

techniques. Once he has done this, he experiments with the movements, making 
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adjustments to fit with his style, his own way of playing. In addition to personalizing the 

movements, Bamidele has found a way to relate to the culture of Capoeira. 

Originally, having grown up in Nigeria for twelve years where his family is from, 

he felt that he already had an attachment to a culture: “My family is from Nigeria and I 

lived there…People in the United States, they try to find their roots in something, in 

someway. But I never felt that because I know exactly where I’m from.” However, 

through time he has gained an attachment and understanding of the Capoeira culture. He 

now has more of a desire to learn about Brazil, he has gained a deeper connection with it, 

but this is only because of his training of Capoeira, he said. “The more you learn, the 

more you want to learn…you are drawn into the language and the people,” (Taken from 

interview, February 6th, 2011). Bamidele has begun to connect with the movements and 

culture of Capoeira on a much deeper level than he originally thought would occur.  

These perspectives allow us to learn about how each student’s minds are 

operating in class. With an awareness of their perspectives on the class, we can better 

understand the way they interact with movements, what they add to the class, as well as 

allow to be retained or not. Through the brief anecdotes from the students, we can see 

that their initial intentions to the class are not what matter. These original ideas have 

changed through time as they have become more comfortable with the sport and 

themselves inside the classroom. What is important from here is to examine how their 

thoughts translate to what they learn about themselves and Capoeira and continue to 

bring to the class. There is an ongoing theme of exploring the tradition of Capoeira, what 

it means to each student and how they express it in their performance.  
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Turning towards the body, we can examine the physical side of Capoeira, and 

examine how our minds influence our bodies. Markula (2004) and Stinson (2004) both 

discuss how embodied learning creates self-knowledge of players in their respective 

physical activities. Markula asserts that in each action the individual must critically 

examine what is appropriate for their bodies to take away from the lessons. I find this 

theory to be important to Capoeira because it explains why each person’s aesthetics and 

use of movements are different from the next player. For example, in instructional group 

lessons, each person will learn something different from the next even when training the 

same movement. Each person will take away something that is relevant to their growth.  

Although the lesson taught is synonymous for each student in the classroom, the 

way that students learn is not (as seen through Vygotsky’s theory in chapter one). Kamau 

wishes for each student to learn the same movements (and to learn them correctly); 

however, one student may grasp a certain concept in a movement before another. In 

addition, Kamau often supports the individualization of a particular movement. He 

challenges students to put their own spin on them, to create something unique within the 

realm of Capoeira. In class, he always provides ample time for students to train a 

movement or sequence as a way to give them space to experiment. As this occurs, the 

movements take on a meaning derived from the individual. The students act within the 

social expectations of Capoeira while being given the freedom to express their 

individuality. In doing so, Capoeira takes on another meaning, becoming relevant to the 

present day. The movements do not have to be so embedded in the past, we can play 

Capoeira in Philadelphia, students do not have to be in Brazil or fighting against their 

oppressors. Capoeira is able to be translated across borders taking on relevance for 
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Philadelphians as they play with the roots of Capoeira in mind, adding their own take on 

the movements. 

 Bamidele works specifically to do this, to create personal meaning in his 

movements. Having mastered the basic techniques and spent more time with the dance 

then Philip and myself, he can feel more comfortable in the classroom, making 

adaptations that will allow for his personality to come through his movements. While he 

sees the movements as forms of communication, he believes that “everybody has their 

own style….The movements are just little bits and pieces that you gather. And when you 

have enough, and know them well, you can convey your message properly. So I strive to 

be good at the basics, at the movements, so that I can express myself,” (Taken from 

interview, February 6th, 2011). Bamidele trains to find personal meaning in the 

movements and transfers that energy into the way he plays. 

I found this idea to be valuable to my own learning of Capoeira. While talking to 

Bamidele I realized that it is okay to have variations in my movements. This is not like an 

academic class where we are taught to the book and it is not like baseball where if I make 

a wrong move I can cost the team the game. Instead, it is an individual activity that is 

played with a group to allow an exchange. Therefore, while I am learning and working in 

my own space, I can play around with what I am doing as a way to discover a unique 

manner in which to use the movements that will be both comfortable and advantageous 

for myself. While doing this I must be careful to recall the culture of Capoeira. The way I 

perform should be in response to what my partner is doing and relate to the style of 

Capoeira Angola. For example, it would be inappropriate to adapt a movement in a way 
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that made my body more susceptible to attack. As long as there exists a purpose for my 

creativity, there is no reason not to exhibit these traits in the class and my games. 

Working from the previous comment, we must examine why my rendition of a 

movement may be different from Bamidele’s (or Philips, even though we are both novice 

students). Lewis (1992) looks at dance and language to understand human movement and 

discovers that players have different definitions and awareness of Capoeira based on their 

relation to it. Similarly to Markula (2004) and Stinson (2004) he found that although the 

movements taught in Capoeira classes were uniform, there existed a diversity of use by 

the players. This led him to examine the concept of instrumentality in Capoeira. He was 

interested in learning how dance is envisioned as useful, and to whom. He concluded that 

players are constantly evaluating what the movements feel like as they practice them and 

that the language they use to describe their actions explains their thought process. Philip’s 

purpose is to participate in an instructional activity. He recognizes movements as 

maneuvers: attack, defense, dodge, and he enjoys the rules of the game which he defines 

as “cooperative.” When talking about movements and the game he said, “they are not 

aggressive. Instead, it is about competing in one way but also working together. There is 

something about that balance that I like,” (Taken from interview, February 3rd, 2011). 

Philip enjoys Capoeira as a sport but is not as involved in it’s culture. In this way, he does 

not evaluate the movements beyond their superficial meaning. At the moment, Philip’s 

relationship to Capoeira is that it exists as a sport. However, another student may relate to 

Capoeira as a way to learn how to be defensive, or to its ability to recall an African 

culture and the spirituality they feel is forever embedded in training.  
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There are numerous interpretations which is what makes the game so beautiful. It 

is interesting and fun to hear about people’s  relationship with the game. Capoeira is 

about learning about yourself and the people around you. Training Capoeira is not just 

about performing a set of movements in a particular way, it is about challenging yourself, 

your opponents, and the sport as a way to reinterpret its meaning while being respectful 

of its past. 
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Chapter 3: The roda: Balancing respect and conflict in the application of 
movements 

 
 

The work done in the classroom is in preparation for a once a month event, the 

roda. Learning the movements, playing the instruments, and listening to the songs are 

meant to make us better players and better masters of the game. Capoeira’s dualities are 

especially prevalent during this event. Players are expected to challenge one another in 

the roda while being respectful of their partner and game. Navigating these rules is a 

constant learning experience. The vignette below describes my first experience in the 

roda, approximately one month after I began training.  

Once a month, students and teachers are expected to participate in the roda (Portuguese 
for circle), which is an opportunity for students to put to use the skills they have learned 
in the classroom. The experience forces students to self-navigate the culture of Capoeira. 
It is a constant battle of conflict and respect. My first experience was one of this nature, 
filled with confusion and nervousness as I tried to recall the instruction I had been given 

in the classroom, to be respectful while challenging my partners. 
 

When Kamau, Eva, and their daughter arrived on Saturday, I reluctantly followed them 
into the classroom. I was nervous, unsure of what was going to happen in the next three 
and a half to four hours. We got into the classroom and immediately started cleaning up 
and taking out the instruments. As people floated in, they sat down on the bench, picking 

up an instrument. I stood, watching. Kamau motioned me over to the metal instrument 
next to him. He showed me how to hold and play it, saying, “1, 2, 3, 1, 2, 3,” while 

motioning towards which pieces to hit. He called over Eva and Bamidele and told them 
they would play first. They both crotched in front of him, facing one another. Kamau 
began playing the berimbau. Slowly, others joined in and I followed. We played for a 

couple of minutes before Eva started singing loudly and those of us playing instruments 
followed in response. I sat, playing my instrument, confused. 

 
The energy in the room was high. As I watched, it seemed as though Eva and Bamidele 
were mimicking one another. At some points, one would stray from the other and turn to 

attack mode, then defense, then mimicking. At some points they would challenge one 
another, and you could tell, literally from the way they moved. For example, at times 

Bamidele would hold his arms out and motion his hands to himself signaling for Eva to 
challenge him. At other points, they would laugh at one another and themselves, either 
realizing their mistakes or as a way to congratulate the other for making a good move. 
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The movements were confusing in this way, as a game and fight. As funny and yet 
serious. Playful while challenging (Taken from field notes, October 9th, 2010). 

 
The confusion depicted through my experience in the roda is representative of 

Capoeira as a constant balance of respect and conflict. Through classes and reflection, 

students learn how to use movements in a manner appropriate to Capoeira. We learn how 

to be defensive while trusting in our movements, to attack in a beautiful way, and to 

always hide our true intentions so that our opponent does not know what to expect. We 

learn how to be confrontational and powerful in our movements, to play a cunning, yet 

beautiful game. Inside the roda we are asked to do the same thing. However, in my 

experiences, players have certain limits to what they bring to the roda, always making 

adjustments depending on who they are playing. As I watched Bamidele and Eva play I 

realized that even as they challenged one another, they had fun with it. The game was 

never dangerous, it was smart and appropriate to their skill levels.  

The roda is a ritual space. It perpetuates the memory of Capoeira Angola and the 

people that used to play. Students that choose to participate are held to specific standards 

which ask for respect in the game. For example, all students are expected to arrive ready 

to participate in all aspects including helping to set and clean up the space, to play 

instruments, sing along with the songs, and play against one or several opponents. With 

the instruction of the leader of the roda, students may enter the game, switch instruments 

with another player, or watch games from inside the circle, facing the bench of students 

playing instruments. When entering or leaving the space, students must walk around the 

entire circle, never breaking it in the middle or cutting across. These details are never 

explicitly told to students, yet, by watching the game, they are easily picked up.  
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Although there is a clear order to how the roda is set up and how students can 

interact with the space, novice are constantly learning. Philip explained to me a roda in 

which he felt out of place because he showed up wearing jeans. He was sick and did not 

expect himself to play, but during the roda realized that his presence signified a need to 

become involved in the event. Although he felt disrespectful by not wearing the correct 

uniform and having low energy, he was able to turn the situation around and have fun for 

himself by participating in all the ways he knew how (Interview with Philip, April 2nd, 

2011). By participating in the roda even while sick Philip showed his loyalty to the game 

and respect for the other players at the roda. Just as Kamau expects that students will be 

prepared and train when they show up at class, teachers and leaders of the roda expect 

that the people that show up are ready to play and practice in the roda. The same 

expectations are set for novice and veteran students.  

Adjusting from training in class to playing in the roda is difficult for all students. 

During an interview with Bamidele, he told me that he had been training for two months 

before entering the roda. “It’s terrifying,” he said. He admitted that he had and continues 

to feel self-conscious. “Having people stare at me…it was scary,” he said, before 

continuing, “even now, if I’m not playing anyone I know, I get very nervous.” 

Bamidele’s fear was manifested in how he felt about his skill level; he did not think that 

he was a good player (and most likely was not, only two months into training). Now, his 

anxiety has loosened. When talking about playing older students in the roda he advised, 

“They can challenge you, they give you advice throughout. [This makes each event] a 

great learning experience,” (Interview with Bamidele, March 31st, 2011). 
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Philip, contrary to what Bamidele feels as an older student, wants to physically 

prepare himself before going into the roda. He tries to practice movements at home, 

getting comfortable with being on the floor and thinking ahead. He says that when he 

goes into the roda he wants to be less goofy, hoping that people will take him seriously. 

He said, “it is hard when you are in the roda to think ahead. You just have to react unless 

you have the muscle memory (which I do not at this stage). Or,” he proposed, “you have 

to take your time to do moves slowly. That was hard for me, to slow my thinking down.” 

Capoeira demands a different kind of thinking. Our bodies are able to physically do the 

movements, but embodying the language and meaning behind it is more difficult. Philip 

explained this concept well: “Your body and mind are still at odds with each other when 

you are trying to do a move. It is a thought process and then an action rather than them 

being more in line with each other,” (Interview with Philip, April 2nd, 2011). Although 

Philip can understand the ritual aspect of Capoeira, he fears the performance. Yet as we 

discussed this more and I told him that Bamidele sees the roda as a learning experience, 

he agreed that maybe he should push himself to go to the roda and test himself.  

For beginner students such as Philip and myself, being able to improvise and feel 

comfortable with our movements is a bit more challenging. There is more of an emphasis 

on feeling a need to prepare ahead of time. For myself, I am constantly getting nervous 

about the roda, even when the word is simply mentioned in class. There is no telling who 

I will play against, how long we will be there, or what movements or instruments I will 

use. I generally shy away from practicing at home, simply out of time and space, so when 

I have not trained for a week, or if I am only going to class once a week I feel especially 

nervous when I arrive at the roda.  
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By using the roda as a learning experience, Bamidele has been able to bring the 

mental energy needed to succeed to the roda. This mentality is practiced, but not 

mastered in classes. It takes time and patience to get rid of the fear of playing Capoeira 

and to be able to think in a rational, smart way that will allow success in a game. I asked 

Bamidele about this, wondering how he has prepared himself for rodas throughout his 

time training Capoeira “When I first started,” he said, “I did not do anything. I just 

jumped right in, which is natural if you are a beginner. But now, if you want to move to a 

higher level, you have to do that. You have to prepare yourself not just physically, but 

mentally. I have only recently started doing that, but I think it has opened my mind up to 

different options. I think it has prepared me. I feel like I am ready [when I go into the 

roda]. Not too many things can really catch me off guard. I am more in control of what I 

do. I am finding my own way of playing,” (Interview with Bamidele, March 31st, 2011). 

Bamidele’s preparation before going into the roda is for the most part mental. He focuses 

on relaxing and meditating. For him, going in with a calm attitude allows him to use the 

movements more effectively, to his advantage. He can think on his feet, improvise with 

the movements, and accomplish what he wants to in the roda, rather than what his 

opponent forces him to do. Bamidele’s mental focus has allowed him to put to use the 

personalization of movements he discussed working on during class.   

It takes time to get used to the game, to learn how to make sense of what is taught 

in class and play a beautiful, while cunning game. Yet while recalling the communal 

aspect, students can harness their energy towards something positive, towards their own 

growth in the roda. From looking towards older students, it seems most effective to use 

the roda as a learning experience that will allow for creativity and respect in movements. 



  50

Playing a game is such a significant moment, it is what we train for, but it is also the most 

demanding and difficult. For now, as we continue to learn, it is important to be respectful 

of the sport. Breaking this idea would be going against everything we learn in class. 

In Capoeira Angola, the unwritten rules of the game are essential to appropriate 

playing. Lewis (1992) explored the use of movements, particularly as related to the roda 

in his book. His work (especially after training for several months myself) was very 

insightful and telling of the game. He discussed the unwritten rules of Capoeira 

specifically as relevant to developing a particular aesthetic while maintaining control. 

Lewis discussed how to remain respectful of one’s opponent while playing a challenging 

game. The object of the game (as in most) is to beat your opponent, to have them either 

fallen to the floor or pinned in a position that they cannot escape. Lewis noted that, “the 

ideal seems to be not to use force, but timing and knowledge: to apply a gentle pressure at 

the right time to unbalance the opponent and cause him to fall,” (Lewis 1992:91). 

Strength is not rewarded. Instead, a player must use their knowledge of the game, their 

opponent, and the movements to win. Lewis’ observations of the roda are important for 

exploring preparation and respect of the game. They explore the meaning of Capoeira and 

what is significant to retain and put to use during a game. 

Capoeira’s ability to be improvisational in a very specific way applies to the roda. 

This concept is something that is taught in class. There is a purpose to every movement, 

each attack and defense, and the way that it is used. However, each movement that 

students learn in class may not always translate directly into the roda. In class, we are not 

taught what to expect in the roda; there is hardly any instruction on this. Instead, teaching 

focuses on the details of movements, particularly on their significance and mastery. 
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Students are given the tools necessary to succeed but must learn for themselves how to 

put them to use. Bamidele’s suggestion for navigating between class and the roda was for 

students to train to their fullest potential each class, whether working on the detail of 

movements, listening to and signing songs, or playing instruments. “The way you train is 

the way you are going to play in the roda,” he said, “So that is what I try to do. I put as 

much as I can into training knowing that it will be reflected in how I play in the roda,” 

(Interview with Bamidele, March 31st, 2011).  

Although there is no formal preparation for the roda, the classroom space that has 

been created by Kamau helps lead his students towards an appropriate way of playing. 

Kamau demands a level of seriousness in the classroom. Students are expected to train 

for two hours without taking breaks, to ask questions, to help one another, and to practice 

at home when there is time and space available. He often has students train the same 

movement for several minutes straight in a class, focusing on details to help ingrain the 

feeling of the movement in the students’ mind. I often feel frustrated with this pedagogy 

especially when a movement is particularly difficult for me, but I know that this type of 

persistency will eventually pay off when I want to use a movement in a game. I will 

eventually be able to seamlessly apply what I learn in the classroom to my game in the 

roda. When I asked Bamidele about this, where he learns what he wants to bring into his 

games, he paused and said, “it’s a feeling. As you watch people, you realize it. Kamau, 

he’s smart, playful, cunning, and those are things I like. And he does teach that. You just 

kind of take to it. These are prevalent concepts in Capoeira Angola,” (Interview with 

Bamidele, March 31st, 2011). Each of Kamau’s pedagogical methods in the classroom 

can be translated to how students learn to play.  
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 At the class in Philadelphia, students are taught respect for the sport of Capoeira. 

At the same time, we learn to challenge our opponents, bringing in attacks where useful, 

but only in a respectful and non-harmful manner. We learn how to interact with the 

movements, students, and teachers. We are expected to bring this learning into the roda. 

However, rodas often include students from other groups, students that have not learned 

the same underlying principles that Kamau stresses in his teaching.  

One afternoon at a roda I experienced the potential danger and conflict that can 
arise. The roda was larger than normal (there were some University of Pennsylvania 

students visiting that were sitting on the outside of the circle watching, as well as some 
family members of players sitting along the wall of the room). I was playing an 

instrument, sitting on the bench when a Capoeira group based in Overbrook showed up. 
They had come to one roda before and I had played one of their older students in a 

difficult game which resulted in him doing lots of flips that I could only dream of one day 
doing. As soon as they walked into the room I grew tense. This time they came with 

some players that I had not met before including the head teacher’s wife and their four 
kids ranging in age from two-thirteen, all of whom played. During the roda I played two 
of the younger students, ages seven and thirteen in games that were more difficult than I 

anticipated. After playing I sat on the floor in the circle, hoping not to play again.  
 

About two and a half hours into the roda a couple of more students showed up, 
wearing FICA shirts (the same group I train with). I had not seen these students before 
but I considered them to be a part of the FICA group’s family. One of the students sat 

down on the floor in the circle across from me. I was sitting next to the wife of the 
Overbrook instructor when I noticed that she was making faces at the student across from 
me. They started to bicker, mouthing words to each other in the middle of the roda. From 
what I could tell, no one else seemed to notice, but I immediately took offense, wanting 
to protect the student wearing the same shirt as me. Eventually he got into the roda and 
played one game, doing a couple of flips, his coins falling out of his pocket. The wife 

laughed and pocketed the change for herself. When he was finished, he sat down on the 
other side of the wife. They again started yelling at one another. The rest of the students 

continued to sing. I looked around and caught Bamidele’s attention but he did not 
understand what I was saying and pointed for me to focus on the game.  

 
The second to last game of the roda involved the student that had been getting 

into altercations with the wife and Bamidele. They played for about ten minutes. 
However, during the game, the student kept giving up, cutting across the circle and 

walking out of the game. He would take a couple of steps out, people would yell 
something at him, and he would come back. He did this several times until he eventually 

left the room. Bamidele shook it off and played another student. The roda ended.  
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I got up from the circle, confused, and excited to talked to Kamau. Had the 
student left because of the wife? Why was this Overbrook continuously invited to our 

events if they were only causing trouble? Maybe Bamidele would know something. But 
before I could talk to either of them, I overheard Kamau patting Bamidele on the back, 
“So you met Evan he said.” Apparently the student always asks this way in rodas. He 

arrives late, does fancy moves, and then quits. All of these characteristics being 
disrespectful to Capoeira and the roda (Taken from field notes, February 12th, 2011). 

 
The story depicts the fine line between respect and conflict that must be balanced in 

Capoeira. There are rules of the game that must be followed by all players, no matter 

their background in the sport. For this player to show up and walk out of the roda during 

a game was completely disrespectful, to Bamidele, the rest of the players, the roda, and 

Capoeira. When he arrived, many of the players already present knew his usual routine. 

This was not explained to me until afterwards (and it was only then that I understood why 

the woman was previously yelling at him) and I recognized the protectiveness that is 

inherent in older player’s relationship with the game. They are protective of the sport and 

the people they allow to participate.  

 The roda is the culminating experience of students’ involvement with Capoeira. It 

provides a space for them to reflect, gain knowledge, and put to the test what they have 

learned in class. Students continue to grow through this experience, taking what they 

have learned in the classroom and applying it in games against other players. The roda is 

fun while extremely challenging. Novice are thrown into the game for the first time, 

having to navigate and put to use what they have learned. This can be intimidating and 

often novice do not show up and play in rodas for several months into their training. 

However, when they do, they realize that all students, young or old (in age and skill 

level) are conscious of the fear and potential dangers of the roda. We are all there to 

learn, to have fun, and to recall the culture of Capoeira and the past players of the game. 
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The game as the final experience of Capoeira is brought back to the basics, to training 

and learning how to master the sport. 
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Conclusion 

The Capoeira Angola class in Philadelphia helps remember an African-Brazilian 

culture. The students that choose to participate in the class are not like those I would have 

expected. Going into the class, I was expecting to encounter Brazilian’s living in 

Philadelphia that wanted to participate in something that reminded them of home. 

Instead, I met students living in Philadelphia that joined the group because they thought it 

looked cool. Initially, I thought that my thesis would be proven wrong, that the research I 

was doing would be meaningless. However, as I continued to participate in the class I 

discovered how important the sport became to the students that were taking the class.  

By participating in the class, students become aware of the history and culture of 

Capoeira. They are taught how to respect the culture and navigate through it based on 

their own interpretations. It is through the classroom environment, communal learning 

and interactions with other students, and personal connections that students are able to 

maintain an interest in the class. Students reflect on the tradition of Capoeira through 

their participation. 

Participation in the class informed my understanding of how students are able to 

retain the memory of Capoeira as an African-Brazilian tradition. In the beginning stages 

of the class, I focused on mastering the different movements. I had to train in a manner 

that would allow myself to find my balance, understand the techniques, and regain 

endurance. However, as I continued to train I recognized how culture was embedded in 

the way we learned and trained. During class, students are asked to sing along to the 

songs in Portuguese, learn how to play the different instruments, and remain as in sync 

with how Capoeira used to be played as possible. These factors, (no matter how relevant 
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to all of the students or not) are important in their ability to inscribe a particular 

framework for understanding Capoeira in the students. 

Students perform in a manner that perpetuates the ritual of Capoeira. Their 

interpretation of the sport is individual within a specific framework. Desmond (1994) 

examined dance as an educational resource and discovered that as dance is practiced 

outside of its original context an inevitable change occurs in which performers both 

borrow original movements as well as add their own perspective. The students in the 

Capoeira Angola class in Philadelphia exhibited these ideas through their movements. 

They continue to be respectful of the origins of Capoeira while creating and adding their 

own personal style. Desmond said that if dance is to be considered a “performance of 

cultural identity,” (Desmond 1994:35-36) which is enacted and produced through the 

body (Desmond 1994:38), then it must take both historical and current implications into 

consideration. A teacher and student’s relationship with the original context of the dance 

will affect the way they choose to perform. Each student has a different reason for being 

in the class, a different understanding of Brazilian history and Capoeira. Therefore, no 

interpretations or use of the movements will be the same.  

Performance in Capoeira has allowed me to explore how a tradition can be 

remembered in its original context while taking on the personality of new players who 

choose to participate. The work of Connerton (1989) and Stoller (1995) were relevant to 

my understanding of performance in the Capoeira class. Stoller proposes that memory 

does not need to be localized or forced to the text. Instead, it is something that cannot 

always be spoken about which is why it is important to examine the body as a text. We 

must look at what people do with their bodies, and analyze their actions as a way to 
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recognize what is being produced and reproduced through their performance. In looking 

at the training Capoeira, and when conducting interviews, it was just as relevant to focus 

on the movements that players did as the ideas they discussed as a way to examine what 

they focused on through their performance. Connerton’s work is useful in understanding 

the difference in student embodiment of movements. His book focused on the ability of 

social memory to vary for different people and generations. Although he agreed with 

Stoller that performance perpetuates ritual and memory, what the individual is able to 

show through their performance depends on their ability to relate to the topic. In 

Capoeira, each student chooses to embody the movements in a different way. Students 

are creative and find meaning in their movements based on how they understand them. 

 As students and teachers train and play Capoeira, they work within a specific 

framework that recalls an African-Brazilian culture. Students are taught about its history 

through the art form and by continuing to participate in class, they help retain its 

memory. Students learn to challenge themselves and one another to be creative in their 

movements. Ultimately, their work in the classroom perpetuates Capoeira’s past which 

was viewed as a disturbance and remembers it as a beautiful expression of movement and 

identity.  
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