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Preface

In this dissertation, I aim to flesh out connections between:  the sensate form and

moving substance of the “traditional” style of an Afro-Brazilian art form and danced fight

known as capoeira Angola; the volatile history of “black” struggle on the streets of Rio

de Janeiro, Brazil, from which this cultural practice was violently severed towards the

end of the nineteenth century; and the efforts of practitioners of this art to revitalize it as a

movement of cultural resistance in (and beyond) this city in the present.  I thus read

capoeira (Angola) as an ethically and politically charged counter-figuration to

contemporary representations of Rio de Janeiro as a city divided between the forces of

order, reason, and civility, on the one side, and disorder, violence, and insubordination on

the other, and the sensate subtext of racialized fear that animates such a social imaginary.

Along such lines, the dissertation consists of three parts, each with multiple

sections.  Part One lays out an initial constellation of perspectives regarding the

“traditional” art form and some of the varied social contexts in which it is performed

throughout the “modern” city of Rio de Janeiro.  Throughout, it engages with the

politicized poetics involved in representing this cultural and historically “black” practice

-- in particular, that of translating this bodily art into writing without either effacing

aspects of the art that resist referential discourse, or reproducing implicitly racialized

assumptions regarding the passage from “disorderly” sensations to “reasonable”

language.

Part Two, in turn, explores some of the ever-so-volatile scenes taking place

amidst the streets of Rio, in which those suspect social figures known as capoeiras, and

the groups or maltas to which they belonged, played some of the more visible roles -- at

least as seen through the eyes of the largely “white” elites, government officials,

journalists, and foreign travelers writing about them.  After addressing how, in looking

through those images, we see not the capoeiras themselves, so much as the racial gaze
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through which they were viewed, I turn to a number of alternate sources in 
composing counter-images to that gaze; these sources range from the literary 
figuration of social invisibility painted by Ralph Ellison in early-to-mid-twentieth 
century Harlem, to the sensate memory of that volatile history as embodied in a 
singular gesture in capoeira Angola as presently played – that of slashing the 
body or throat of one’s opponent with a finger, thereby recalling at once the 
razors or navalhas the capoeiras were once known for using. 

 Part Three pursues connections between the “inside game” of capoeira and 
its “outside world” that run counter not only to its widespread transformation 
into a depoliticized sport, spectacle, and cultural commodity, but also to 
historically engrained associations between “blackness,” “marginality” and 
“violence” that continue to plague the present.  In so doing, I seek to flesh out the 
deceptively fluid-yet-volatile aesthetics of the art as at once an embodied 
memory of black struggle, and a flexible figuration of (black) subjectivity in 
Brazil.  Here, as in Part One, the dissertation makes use of Deleuze and 
Guattari’s conception of aesthetics as a mode of engaging with affects, forms, and 
sensations so as to feel out the unsystematic – yet anything but disorderly – 
forces underlying and exceeding social-scientific conceptions of knowledge and 
politics alike. 

The photographs, which were all taken by the author, are meant not so 
much to illustrate any particular point, as to indirectly illuminate the written 
body of the text:  they are meant to reveal other possible views not directly 
addressed herein, as well as to point to yet other dimensions that words alone 
cannot capture. 
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PART ONE 
 
 
 
 

Writing movement in “black” and “white”: 
Contested clearings in the undergrowth of a modern metropolis 

 
 
 
 
 
What, then, is black culture?  No one can answer this question 
definitively, because ‘black culture’ is not a fixed, single thing ‘out there’ 
in the empirical world.  It is, rather, a complex and ambiguous set of 
processes and interactions, facts and fantasies, assertions and inquiries, 
passionately held and passionately contested.  The cultural identity that 
we designate ‘blackness’ is intangible, yet its effects are powerfully 
immediate (L. Smith 1998: 192). 
 
We should not restrict meaning to the cognitive core that lies at the heart 
of a knowable object; rather, we should allow it to reestablish its flux at 
the limit of words and things, as what is said of a thing (not its attribute 
or the thing in itself) and as something that happens (not its process or its 
state) (Foucault 1977: 174). 
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An urban constellation of struggle and play

‘To read what was never written.’  Such reading is the most ancient:  reading
before all languages, from the entrails, the stars, or dances (Benjamin 1978a:
336).

We are gradually gathering one evening in the city of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, to

play capoeira (Angola), an Afro-Brazilian art form combining fighting techniques and

dance movements, ritualized gestures and theatrical improvisations, percussive rhythms

and rhythmic songs, tactical maneuverings and mindful play.  This particular roda – the

series of games, as well as the rounded space made up of the bodies of those participating

– is to take place at a quadra – a walled-in but open-air area with a concrete floor used

for sports, barbecues, and other social activities – located at the “v” in a steeply sloped

road, where it splits off towards opposite sides of the valley.  Located at the meeting

place between two so-called favelas – hillside “slums” – which merged together at some

point in time, this roda has been organized by Ricardo, a local resident and capoeira

practitioner in his twenties.  It was meant to celebrate the success of a capoeira class that

had started up a month earlier for children of the two comunidades, as they are more

respectfully called; Ricardo’s mestre – capoeira teacher and group-leader, who went by

the nick-name of Mulato – invited Miudinho, my own mestre at the time, to preside over

the event, along with a handful of his students who, like me, have visited the class a

number of times previously.

The roda will start soon enough, but for now my gaze is fixed above, where a

mess of wires are connected to a power cable that runs along the street by the road we

walked up on our way here.  A number of those wires, a friend just told me, are gatos –

literally “cats,” clandestine wires that help make up for the exorbitant cost of electricity

used to run fans, refrigerators, light bulbs and television sets in the makeshift houses

concealed behind the graffiti-covered walls surrounding the quadra.  The dispersed light

from these unseen sources casts a feint glow not only on the wires but also on the
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remnants of hand-made paper kites that have been caught in them, left dangling by

countless children and youthful adults in their moments of leisure.

Collectively, the light, wires, and tatters of paper and string block out the stars

beyond, from which seers have long purported to read clues to individual fates and the

destiny of the world.  Access to the dreamy realm of celestial ideals and cosmological

predictions is further impeded by the dissonant sounds and tainted smells that come to

pervade the evening air in the wake of the setting sun, here on one of the many margins

of modernity.  Yet, although lacking the aura that height and magnitude bestow to the

starlit sky for those who would seek some sign of the future in its transcendent depths,

the intertwining of the kites with the crisscrossing network of encased currents just above

our heads comprises a distinct pattern that likewise renders it “readable,” if in a far more

“this-worldly” way.  Distractedly gazing upwards at them, pondering their significance, I

feel free to speculate.

The kites, airborne signs of freedom limited in mobility only by the length of the

strings to which they are attached and the imagination of those who guide them, have had

their flights on the winds of chance and volition cut short by the demands of “getting by”

in this constricted social realm, materialized here in the mess of wires; in turn, the energy

and images siphoned off by those very wires into lights, refrigerators, and television-sets

links this peripheralized place to the very centers of power and wealth from which those

who live there are otherwise excluded.  For what T. Adorno has said of “high” art –

“Blissfully soaring above the real world, art is still chained by each of its elements to the

empirical other, into which it may even sink back altogether at every instant” (Adorno

1970: 8) – is no less true of popular art forms taking place “on the ground” as it were,

such as kite-flying itself, or, for that matter, more formalized acts of play such as the

game of capoeira about to take place.  What we like to imagine as the free realm of ludic

behavior all-too-easily becomes caught up within the network of perceived and actual

necessities imposed by an exceedingly agonistic social order – an order fueled in large
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part by the very dream of rising above the fray.  (And here, let us not forget the violence

with which that dream is pursued: the strings just beneath the kites so soaring are often

coated with serol – a mixture of glue and cut-up glass which has come to replace the

razors of navalhas once used – so as to cut through the strings of other kites with which

they compete for dominion of the skies, otherwise limited only by length of their strings

and the whims of the currents of air on which they float.

And yet, momentarily fluttering in the night breeze as if electrified, the tangled

mess of wires and kites above my head presents an alternate reading:  in littering the

present with material signs of past strivings and acts of improvisation carried out amidst

an otherwise stultifying social environment, it reminds me of the largely untapped

potential for change embodied in the art form about to take place below, which similarly

links the purposelessness of play to the purposeful “play” of survival and resistance.  For

even as this other more terrestrial art has become caught up by the dreams of “making it”

no less than by the demands of “getting by”, it remains capable of profanely illuminating

(Benjamin 1978b: 179) the past and present struggles and desires of those living here on

the uncertain margins of a modern metropolis; and, in the flickering shadows projected

by that light, paths towards an altered future can still be discerned – social energies still

waiting to be tapped, lines of flight  (Deleuze and Guattari 1987) not yet caught up in that

which they are striving to escape.
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Thinking through images, feeling out connections

La no ceu têm três estrelas
Todas três em carreirinha
Uma é minha, outra é sua
E a outra vai ficar sozinha

There in the sky are three stars
All three in a row
One is yours, the other is mine
The other will stay alone

More than place capoeira Angola within a particular social setting or evoke its

aesthetic form, the constellation construed above alludes to the overall approach to be

taken towards this ethnography of the art form.  That approach lies suspended over its

object, and yet not apart like the star-filled sky beyond.  If, as an ethnography, it is

unavoidably constructed “over” the community of subjects it purports to describe,

narrate, and interpret, it does not assume the distanced observation of a scientific

discourse wherein it might present a neatly “bounded” view of either the cultural practice

in question or of the cultural “whole” to which it is presumed to belong (Thorton 1988;

K. Stewart 1996: 25).  Or, if it cannot help but presume a “whole” of sorts, then rather

than enclosing the practice of which it writes, it is that which prevents any particular

representation, or set of representations, “from closing in on itself” (Deleuze 1989:  16):

“The whole is therefore like a thread which traverses sets and gives each one the

possibility, which is necessarily realized, of communicating with another, to infinity”

(ibid).1  At the same time, this ethnography does not presume either to voice a

collectively shared “insider’s” view of the practice in question (see Geertz 1983), or to

arrive at a neat “marriage between ‘experience-distant’ and ‘experience-near,’ between

                                                  
1 Or, as Brian Massumi writes in this regard: “… the whole never actually exists…. It is the openness of
closed form, form continually running into and out of other dimensions of existence.  Although the
relational whole does not appear outside an actual, situated expression of it, it is not reducible to the
situation” (Massumi 2002: 174).  Here, even footnotes play a role in opening the body of the text to other
lines of thought, offered not so much as “explanatory” devices as fragments left dangling in relation to
particular points, so as to suggest further connections left undeveloped.
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the scientist’s objectivity and the native’s subjectivity, between outsider’s input and

insider’s output” (Trinh 1991: 68).  Such an approach to ethnographic writing is

constellatory as opposed to synthetic:  it is less a matter of weaving together the threads

of informants’ testimonies and the anthropologists’ own observations into the semblance

of a seamless “cultural text” (Geertz 1973) than one of mimetically approximating a

cultural montage of sentience and significance that is already in the making and on the

move, in more than one direction.

Thus, rather than allow the “thick” description (ibid) of this cultural practice to

congeal into a reified representation of either the cultural practice or the overarching

“culture” or “context” whose meaning the practice is presumed to express in crystallized

form,2 it jumps back and forth among some of the many forces, contexts and perspectives

that have shaped and continue to shape this art of continual movement, including the act

of ethnographic inscription in its shifting purview along with other scriptural economies

(see de Certeau 1984: 131-153).  Playing between description and narrative, analysis and

evocation, it seeks to foreground the evasiveness of capoeira’s form in conjunction with

the unsettling violence of its history, while at the same time calling attention to aspects of

the art form that have been marginalized, if not violently excised, through the so-called

“modernization” of the art – and that of the surrounding city as well.

The critical impetus of this ethnography lies in its efforts to feel out connections

between:  the sensate form and moving substance of the “traditional” style of capoeira,

known as capoeira Angola; the volatile history from which this cultural practice was

violently severed; the efforts of practitioners to revitalize the art as a movement of

cultural resistance; and the art as an ethically and politically charged counter-figuration to

contemporary representations of “urban violence” and their sensate subtext of racialized

                                                  
2 Along such lines, I deviate from more-or-less conventional assumptions regarding the relation between
ethnographic writing and its “object(s)”, wherein the “frames” that the former imposes on the latter are
intended to produce the effect of “grounding” or “situating” the practice(s) under consideration with respect
to particular “contexts” (see Bauman and Briggs 1990; Hanks 1989; Hufford 1995).
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fear.  Moreover, I seek to do so in a way that highlights – rather than occludes – the

differences between the matters so (re)connected in writing, as in a collage3; as one of the

principle theorists to which the “constellatory” approach undertaken herein is indebted

writes: “To read reality like a text is to recognize their difference” (Buck-Morss 1989:

240).   The aim of pursuing such connections is not to answer a pre-set problem through

the articulation of these subject-matters, so much as to pursue a number of questions both

informing and opened by their juxtapositions.

Although the overall “object” of this dissertation is not limited to capoeira as a

neatly bounded practice, its “plane of composition” (see Massumi 2002: 173-176)

unfolds through its engagement with the varied dimensions and varying emphasis of an

art that resists reduction to either isolated “facets” or an overall orderly “structure”.  Here,

I approach capoeira Angola as above all else a politicized art form, in which aesthetics is

not limited to narrowly “artistic” concerns or to judging the value of finished works, but

as a broadly experimental mode of approach concerned with making connections between

the “intelligible” and “sensible” sides of things;4 moreover, it aims to do so in a way that

does not presume a neat distinction between such sides, as between a “concept” and its

“referent”, but rather feels out their relation through varied figurations of things and

thoughts, sensations and significations, movement and meaning, and the like.5   In so

                                                  
3 “Collage brings to the work (here the ethnographic text) elements that continually proclaim their
foreigness to the context of presentation. . . . The cuts and sutures of the research process are left visible;
there is no smoothing over or blending of the work’s raw ‘data’ into a homogeneous representation.  To
write ethnographies on the model of collage would be to avoid the portrayal of cultures as organic wholes,
or as unified, realistic worlds subject to a continuous explanatory discourse” (Clifford 1981: 563). "The
effectiveness of collage is that, like metaphor, the piece, displaced into a new context, retains associations
with its former context” (Ulmer 1983: 58).
4 Such a perspective feeds off of both Guattari’s (1995: 98-118) approach to aesthetics as a “paradigm”
exceeding the narrow bounds of art, with which to feel out the unsystematized forces underlying other
forms of knowledge.  It is also tied to Deleuze’s refiguration of the political role of intellectuals with
respect to both organized social movements and as-of-yet unarticulated “processes of subjectivization”,
which he sees as “passing from a ‘representational’ to an ‘experimental’ role, freeing the ‘social
imagination’ from the representation of something given, prior, original” (Rajchman 2000: 101).
5 Here, it is presumed that every “concept has its origin in metaphor” (Ulmer 1983: 22), that “every abstract
figure hides a sensible figure that has been effaced” (ibid).
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doing, this dissertation seeks to suggest the potential for change harbored in the art form

with respect to the world that at once surrounds and exceeds it.  Such a project does not

involve straightforwardly reading between the “text” of capoeira and its social and

historical “contexts”, but rather feeling out varied figurations of the art in terms of their

contact with situations that traverse isolated contexts, “presenting an affective order that

is not yet ‘yours’ or ‘mine’” (Massumi 2002: 218) – what else, if not a constellation of

the sort mentioned in the lines of the capoeira song above?

Each of the multiple sections comprising the dissertation aims to compose an

image of this sort – traversing sensation and signification, feeling and thought, actual and

virtual forces, rather than neatly bound to a particular concept, thing, and/or context.6

Accordingly, each of the three main obtains a certain internal consistency not so much

through an overall theoretical point to be made or referential material to be addressed, as

through the figurative interconnections that arise between the particular points (or “links”

between theory and practice) made in the separate sections.  Much the same may be said

of the relation between each of the three main parts, each of which is intended to “speak”

to the other not so much in terms of mutually supporting frames (such as in a “historical”

part supporting the “ethnographic context” part even as that part supports the “cultural

interpretation” part, say), as in contingent connections drawn between particular sections

through the interplay between the inadvertently linear (page-to-page) procession of the

ethnography itself and the informal network of connections both made in the text and

                                                  
6 This formulation refigures the Deleuzian practice of forming “images of thought” with respect to non-
philosophical processes in such a way as to treat movement as primary to position: “No actuality can be
fully imaged, since it emerges from, projects into, and recedes into inactuality.  Bodies and objects, their
forms and contents, do not account for all of it.  They do not catch he momentum.  To look only at bodies
and objects is to miss the movement.  An image of the movement of the actual’s appearing – its driving,
dynamic excess over itself – is an image of thought” (Massumi 2002: 137).   This could also be tied to what
one commentator on Walter Benjamin terms the practice of “thinking-in-images”, which similarly seeks to
tie thought directly to the body, and thence to the principle matter through which thought is rendered
political: “What is under discussion here is not, then, the 'encoding' (Habermas 1972:40) of meanings in
images, but the insight that memory and action find articulation in images, that ideas are structured as
images, and that what is at stake is therefore a praxis that can operate with images -- a politics of images ,
not a … metaphorical politics” (Weigel 1996: 4).
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elicited in the memory of the reader.  For here, I take memory itself to consist in a

“polarized membrane which is constantly making relative outsides and insides

communicate or exchange, putting them in contact with each other, extending them, and

referring them to each other” (Deleuze 1989: 207).  The overall form of the dissertation

thus consists, in part, in an attempt to engage with this active, incessantly mobile

dimension of memory as a way of enlivening the project of cultural critique.

Far from an arbitrary exercise in ethnographic representation, this approach

involves an effort to highlight marginalized points of view and as-of-yet unarticulated

perspectives, allowing them to resonate with one-another in any number of ways yet

without freezing those perspectives in static opposition to a pre-established “center”.

Along such lines, this “introductory” part lays out a provisional constellation of “views”

on capoeira traversing neat boundaries between the “traditional” art form, its

“marginalized” history, and the “modernized” city in which practitioners of the art

presently struggle for survival and recognition.  The second part explores some ever-so-

volatile scenes taking place amidst the streets of the city of Rio, in with those social

figures known as capoeiras played some of the more visible roles, at least as seen

through the eyes of the largely “white” elites, government officials, journalists and

European travelers through which those scenes are rendered available to us; eventually, it

turns to flesh out a singular gesture through which the ambivalence of that violent and

convoluted history of the art continues to be remembered in the art as presently played.

The third part pursues connections between the “inside game” and its “outside world” –

and more specifically, between sensation and signification – that run counter not only to

capoeira’s widespread transformation into a depoliticized sport, spectacle, and/or cultural

commodity, but also to historically engrained associations between “blackness” and

“violence” that continue to plague the present.

Through such an interweaving of approaches, perspectives, and materials, this

ethnography aims to sketch and highlight some of the varied ways that the art can be read
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as articulating sensually, affectively, and politically charged signs of blackness over

against a “national text” (Silva 1998) -- and one might well add, an international world

order – that has long equated “progress” with racial and/or cultural whitening.  At the

same time, it dips into aspects of the localized history of capoeira in Rio – a history from

which capoeira Angola was in large part violently severed in the past – in the effort to

extend the racial politics of cultural style to other, still “marginalized” concerns regarding

the fate of those peoples and cultural practices that comprise the African Diaspora, both

in and beyond the city of Rio de Janeiro.  Here, then, it juxtaposes positive images of

self-assumed “blackness” to racialized images still projected upon so-called “marginal”

inhabitants of the city, even if those so negatively perceived are not necessarily “black”

or overtly referred to as such.

From one direction, then, the approach taken herein traces ways in which capoeira

Angola informs its practitioners’ critical readings of allegedly “race-blind” constructions

of a harmonious “Brazilian” identity.7  Along similar lines, a critical reading of the

history of (the) capoeira(s) enables the rejection of Manichaeist representations of “urban

violence” – as a matter of “good” citizens besieged by “bad” marginals – in the present,

revealing the subtext of racial fear embedded therein.  Along such lines, the varied

images it offers of the intersections between capoeira Angola and “black”/African

Diasporic identity constitutes an alternate constellation to that found on the Brazilian

flag, in which each star represents a state, with the positivist-inspired Republican

principles of “Order and Progress” superimposed over them.8

                                                  
7  This point, and its connections to the critical literature on “race” and “racial identity” on and in Brazil,
will be fleshed out in numerous places throughout the dissertation, along a number of different lines.
8 As shall be addressed in Part Two in particular, practitioners of capoeira – and “blacks” more generally –
were once considered some of the principle impediments to the realization of those principles.  Moreover,
as fleshed out at various points in both Part One and Two, although capoeira would subsequently be treated
by many as embodying those very principles when it reemerged as a “national sport”, this characterization
would sit uneasily with many of its practitioners – those of the Angola style in particular, although not
exclusively, for whom the art came to embody a positive figuration of that which exceeds such
circumscribed conceptions of “order” and “progress” alike
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From another direction, however, this approach foregrounds ways in which the

history of the art form, no less than its fluid aesthetic of fleshed-out form, thwarts the

pretense of being “read” in a straightforward or comprehensive sense, at least without

losing from sight or “explaining away” the very complexity that renders it such a rich

figuration of resistance.  Here, then, the constellation of (felt-through and thought-out)

images composed herein does not aim to articulate either a unified “subject” of

opposition (as in an essentialized “black” identity) or a unitary past (a homogeneous

“African” culture) as a “basis for collective identity, ideology and action” (Hanchard

1994: 164); in its engagement with capoeira’s history, it prefers “complicated figures”

over “caricatures” of good guys and bad guys (ibid: 166).  At the same time, it does not

restrict the politics of culture to “normative” processes that would more-or-less directly

feed into projects of “mass-mobilization” (ibid: 21), and/or treat the “indirectness of

cultural politics” (ibid: 156; emphasis added) as necessarily an impediment to

politicization.  Rather, the images construed herein aim to feel out the affective

investments in “indirection”, “trickery” and the like on the part of practitioners of

capoeira Angola – in which the difference between “dancing” and “fighting”, or

“negotiation” and “contestation”, is rarely clear-cut – as part of what renders the art such

a rich figuration of struggles for self-affirmation, without the need for a neatly

circumscribed conception of the “self”, or “identity” affirmed thereby.  Not unlike a

black-and-white photograph, in which it is through – and not despite – the varied shades

of grey that contrasts stand out most forcefully, it is precisely in that impossible-to-

pinpoint realm of affective movement and sensate signs that the ongoing vitality of the art

form resides.

This ethnography thence aims to approach the art form laterally (Levinson 1998),

brushing up against it such that something of the dynamic form and feel of the art might

rub off on its writing without framing that movement in fixed systems of orderly signs.

Feeding off the indirection upon which the art form itself thrives, it aims to concatenate
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some of its multiple dimensions without smoothing out their uneven aspects and

divergent orientations.  If, in constellating diverse dimensions of the art form in the

medium of a written text with its own immanent order and overall intention, this

ethnography risks suspending them in relation to one-another, such an approach at least

does not hide the contingency of the connections thus established.  In calling attention to

that contingency, moreover, it aims to highlight the mobile yet circumstantial connections

that practitioners themselves establish between their art form, its histories, and the

surrounding world(s) in which they dwell.

It is in something like this manner that the wires and kites above my head, while

immobile in themselves, are indices of the energy circulating within the wires and the

interplay of wind and wrist that first set the kites in motion.  The tangle mess of wires and

strings remind me of the necessity of improvisation not only in living and making

something of life on the margins, but in the production of ethnographic knowledge –

provided the differences between them are respected.  Or at least, this suggests one way

of reading the phrase quoted above regarding the row of stars in the sky, which is not

infrequently interjected in the call-and-response singing that accompanies the danced

fight of capoeira – “one is mine, the other is yours/the other will stay alone”: that only the

recognition of a certain something lying beyond the possibility of possession renders an

ethical mode of engagement – and contestation – between self and other possible.9

                                                  
9 Indeed, extrapolating further, that song might be heard not only as comment on the need for mutual
respect in the game itself, but as a figuration of that unknowable “third” that exceeds “your” and “my”
grasp alike, thereby calling attention to our mutual finitude.  If so, it is not a “Third” that exceeds the
encounter between self and other only so as to cast judgment on it from above or otherwise mediate
between them (see Crapanzano 1995: 142), however, for here the third star is in the sky with them, and it
“will stay alone”, after all.  Just as if the same were to “establish its identity by simple opposition to the
other, it would already be a part of a totality encompassing the same and the other" (Levinas 1969: 38), it
may likewise be the case that only through the recognition of alterity – an excess lying beyond the
possibility of possession  -- does an ethical relation between ethnographic writing and its so-called “object”
become possible.  What remains an open question is the relation between this “ethical” presupposition and
a politically committed mode of ethnographic critique.
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…But before we become trapped up in this rarefied realm wherein theoretical

reflection, empirical reality, and the relative free-play of thought and imagination

threaten to become hopelessly entangled, let us return to ground level, to that relatively

stable (if constantly shifting) sense of everyday existence that renders social experience –

and ethnographic description – possible.  Let us shift our attention to the game beneath

those skeletons of kites and encasings of electric impulses; and let us approach it not in

the manner of a scientist, observing and dissecting the game so as to reveal its constituent

parts, but as a pedestrian – one who happens to catch sight (and sound) of a game in

progress, and stays to witness (and absorb) its uncommon energy.
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An initial view:  Now you see it, now you don’t

How does it happen that my look, enveloping them, does not hide them,
and finally, that, veiling them, it unveils them? (Merleau-Ponty 1968:
131).

You, the audience – whether you are doing some evening sightseeing in a foreign

country or coming home after a day’s work at your job as a janitor for a local travel

agency; making the first of your night-shift’s rounds in your grey uniform and tall black

boots, or burning some time in your short red dress before taking on a different kind of

night-shift; shining shoes on the streets to survive, or sniffing glue to escape the pressures

of survival – have likely seen capoeira before. Rarely if ever have you seen it played in

the open air of a downtown square here in the city of Rio de Janeiro not long after sunset,

however, as you encounter it now.  Many of those out on the street around you pass by

with little more than a passing glance, whether through an unshaken adherence to routine

or ineptness in the art of tarrying.  But you were looking for a diversion, perhaps without

realizing it, and something peculiar about this particular performance caught your eye

and ear.

You may have seen capoeira at the gymnasium of your children’s school, in a

night-club, on television or film, in a brochure given to you only that morning at your

beach-side hotel, or in the pictures of one of the many magazines devoted to capoeira

pilfered from the local newsstand.  Indeed, if the latter, you need only look at the front

and back covers to find the two principle faces of contemporary capoeira depicted and

disseminated by the media.  On the front cover, you are likely to find the picture of a

beautiful, young, white (and typically blonde) woman playing either executing a capoeira

movement or playing a berimbau – a bow-shaped musical instrument that has become

indelibly linked to the art.  Here, capoeira consists of a beautiful and alluring dance

commemorating the unconstrained sensuality of Brazilian culture, in which fighting is
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only simulated, and in which women are thus welcome to play – just as men are invited

to come meet them.  Conversely, if you flip over such a magazine to its back cover, the

other face of capoeira will all-too-likely be displayed.  This inverse image, more likely

taking the form of a drawing, depicts a number of young men with bulging, tatooed

muscles, “brown” (or merely sun-tanned?) skin, and scowling faces – which happen to

match the disembodied grimace of the “Bad Boy” clothing logo which the image is

advertising – playing capoeira, at least one of whom is performing a gravity-defying

jump or leaping round-kick in the air; this version of capoeira thus contains the otherwise

threatening bodies of “marginals” within the harmless form of a commodity, even as it

lends bodily form to bellicose dreams of boundless power.

You have only to open the magazine, in turn, to find the popularized version of

capoeira’s history corresponding to each of these two predominant images.  In the one

case, the beautiful dance and mock fight is likely to be contrasted to capoeira”s former

association with slaves and knife-wielding “marginals” who used capoeira to wreak

revenge on their masters or innocent bystanders on the streets of the larger cities in

colonial Brazil.  In the other case, this modern spectacle of physical force, speed, and

masculine bravado is distinguished from what was once a harmless form of amusement

played by slaves and their descendents in their “free” time.  While seemingly opposed,

then, these mass-mediated versions of capoeira’s history double over into one-another

like inverted images of the “same” overall narrative:  ultimately, it matters little whether

capoeira is a dance masquerading as a fight or a fight disguised as a dance, so long as its

movement from the past into the present is cast in the narrative of history-as-progress.

But back to the art before you now:  While there are no scantily-clad women or

gravity-defying acrobatic leaps you have come to associate with capoeira, the game

before you exudes a combination of playfulness and solemnity that is uncommon enough

to interrupt the habitual rhythms of your feet and thoughts.  You stop to watch, letting the
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feelingful tones of these sonic and visual cadences slip momentarily into your corporeal

consciousness, if only to be expulsed as meaningless detritus in the next.

You see a number of those involved in the performance playing musical

instruments, three of which are berimbaus – bow-shaped instruments with a different size

gourd attached to each of them, which you’ve heard come from the northeastern state of

Bahia.  The players of the instruments – eight in all, you eventually count – stand in a

shallow arc or line, comprising the flattened side of an otherwise open circular space

some four or five meters in diameter, known as the roda.  The boundary of the roda is

made up of the sitting bodies of other players waiting their turn to play, as you surmise

from the yellow tee-shirts they wear, which apparently serve as uniforms, identifying

them as practitioners of capoeira Angola; behind them, the audience stands, enclosing the

performers within a wall of bodies of varying permeability.  Even as you take in such

details of the overall scene, the lyrics of the call-and-response singing that accompanies

the game also filters into your awareness: Oi, sim, sim, sim / Oi, não, não, não / Hoje tem,

amanhã não  (“Oh, yes, yes, yes / Oh, no, no, no / Today it’s here, tomorrow it’s not”);

the other players, along with scattered members of the audience, respond in unison to this

seemingly senseless statement with a first-rising-then-falling pitch and tone that echoes

and accentuates the otherwise repetitive line first sung by the lead:  Oi, sim, sim, sim / Oi,

não, não, não.

Because of the density of the crowd and the constantly shifting positions of the

players relative to your line of vision, you only catch glimpses of the interchange of

movements between those presently playing:  in this case, two men of roughly the same

age, one with long hair and clearly “white”, the other with a shaved head and just as

clearly “black”, even by “popular” Brazilian standards.  Your constantly interrupted

vision only accentuates the blind-spots produced by the movement between the players

themselves as their bodies twist and turn around, beneath, and over each-other at varying

degrees of proximity, blocking your view of one player even as the other player’s actions
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come momentarily to view, in a prolonged play of revelation and concealment.  Indeed,

your not unpleasing sense of disorientation as to what exactly is going on is further

accentuated by the enigmatic nature of the movements themselves, which appear at one

moment as a slow-paced, ritualized exchange of intricately interconnected slow-motion

kicks that are ducked underneath with back-bending twists of the body executed close to

the ground. The game then transitions without a break into an upright game involving a

continual dancing in and out of the rhythm interspersed with feigned attacks and back-

and-forth dodges of the upper torso, only to shift without warning into a rather heated and

hard-to-follow exchange of kicks and attempted sweeps.  These are just as suddenly

interrupted by one of the players grimacing as he gestures to his foot – as if it had just

been stepped on – only to shoot out that foot towards the other player’s face when the

latter looks down with clearly feigned concern; but that player, in turn, twists out of the

way of the kick even as he responds with one of his own.  Then, the game shifts once

again into what appears a deadly serious dispute over the space at hand and foot, slowed

back down to its initial pace but now more like a chess-game played with bodies than a

choreographed dance.

Finding your view once again blocked, your attention shifts to a quote on the back

of the tee-shirt of one of the players sitting down at the roda, visible between the legs of

those standing in front of you.  Printed beside the drawn countenance of an old man, with

the name Mestre Pastinha written large below, the quote is just legible, likely faded from

countless washings:

The secret of Capoeira dies with me and many other masters’ [mestres].
What remains today is much acrobatics and little Capoeira.  Capoeira is
loving, not perverse.  Capoeira is not mine, it belongs to the Africans.
From the Africans, there remained something left over for me.  It’s the
sorcery [mandinga ] of the slave in the struggle for liberty.  A custom like
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any other.  It’s a courtly habit that we create within ourselves.  A
vagabond thing.10

Those words confirm the sensed discordance of what you had previously heard of

capoeira with respect to the overall feeling of the art form:  they deny that Capoeira is

uniquely Brazilian (“it belongs to the Africans”), and refute its association with bellicose

behavior (“a courtly habit”), even as it rejects the “progressive” narrative of its history (a

“dying” secret). Yet, the quote obfuscates as much as it reveals:  Capoeira is at once

“courtly” and “vagabond”, “not mine” but “created within ourselves,” a “custom like any

other” that nonetheless contains an untold “secret,” a “loving” yet “sorcerous” game.  As

such, the quote offers a crystalline description11 of the fleshed-out ambivalence of the art

that has momentarily been obscured from sight.

Growing impatient with your still-blocked view, you nudge up nearer to the game,

only to find one of the players – the “white” one – pressed back up against the edge of the

roda right in front of you, apparently “cornered” by the other, and evidently disconcerted

by his inability to maneuver his way out.  As other members of the audience crowd in

behind you to see the intensified action, you get caught in something of a tight spot

yourself, which draws your attention away from the game to your own now vulnerable

presence. The intensity of the moment is palpable, as another uniformed practitioner

presently standing with you in the audience starts exclaiming repeatedly, É isso que é a

realidade! – “Now, this is what reality is!”  Constrained and distracted, you find yourself

unable to avoid the impact of the player trapped in front of you as he comes tumbling

                                                  
10  "O segredo da capoeira morre comigo e muitos outros mestres.  O que há hoje é muito acrobacia e
pouco capoeira. Capoeira é amorosa, não é perversa.  Capoeira não é minha, é dos africanos.  Dos
Africanos ficou alguma coisa para mim.  É mandinga de escravo {no Brasil / na busca da liberdade}. Um
costume como qualquer outro.  É um hábito cortêz que criamos dentro de nós.  Uma coisa vagabunda."  I
have seen this passage, attributred to Mestre Pastinha, a renown practitioner of the art form, now dead,
quoted in multiform ways, sometimes only a fragment of this text, quite often with significant variations.
11 The “crystalline description stands for its object, replaces it, both creates and erases it…and constantly
gives way to other descriptions which contradict, displace, or modify the preceding ones”  (Deleuze 1989:
126).
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backwards, having just been kicked square in the chest just as he stretched one of his

arms upwards in what appeared to be some sort of gesture of “truce”.

As you recover from your fall, the musician leading the singing calls out:  Olha a

pisada de Lampião / Hoje tem, amanhã não—“Look at Lampião’s footprint / Today it’s

here, tomorrow it’s not”; and the audience responds, Sim, sim, sim, não, não, não.

Lampião, as you’ve likely heard of – or read about in your Lonely Planet travel guide –

was a bandit-turned-popular-hero who pillaged the rich and evaded the police and hired

thugs sent after him for years on end, throughout much the Northeast of Brazil.  From the

scattered laughter that comes in response to that line, however, you surmise something

else is up, and following the line of sight of those laughing, you notice a foot-size smudge

on the shirt of the player who collided with you, who has just stood up – pride clearly

hurt but body apparently intact; if for a moment, your eyes meet his, I can not say, for I

am not quite sure who it was that I tumbled into that evening.
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* * *

The white man’s eyes break up the black man’s body and in that act of epistemic
violence its own frame of reference is transgressed, its field of vision disturbed
(Bhabha 1994: 42).

No sooner than this initial view of capoeira has been offered, it must be

dissembled, for the particular perspective that “you”, the anonymous reader, would have

of capoeira resists reduction to a uniformly shared perspective.  Of course, this could also

be said of the exotifying look of a tourist, the scrutinizing look of a policeman, the

distracted look of a prostitute, the enthralled look of a child out watching those rodas

while sniffing glue, and the like:  Any one of these “looks”, treated as a particular type of

perspective, would only re-enforce the stereotype from which each draws, as such views

differ from “themselves” no less than from one-another.  Yet, they are at the same time

informed by what might be called the “cultural gaze” – in short, culturally dominant

symbols that interpose themselves between self and other even while assuming the guise

of reality, thereby constituting “the world as a spectacle to be apprehended by the eye”

(see Silverman 1996: 175).  In large part, it is over against that gaze, and the “dominant

fiction” that informs it (ibid: 178-179)  – represented earlier in the form of a capoeira

magazine and its accompanying narrative of “history-as-progress”– that this initial view

of capoeira is offered as a counter-figuration.

At the same time, the “initial view” seeks to tie the questioning of that mutually

corroborating “gaze” and “fiction” with the performative rupturing of the more

specifically ethnographic fiction of providing an authoritative perspective on the scene at

hand.  Here, it plays off what has been termed a hermeneutics of vulnerability – a manner

of tearing open not only the “textualized fabric of the other” but also that of the

“interpreting self” (see Clifford 1983: 34); such an approach itself plays off the

etymological ties of the term “text” to “weaving, vulnerability to rending or

wounding…the opening up of a closed authority” (ibid).  The “initial view” provided
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above was woven from multiple fragments, each of which was “real” in itself, yet the

connections between which were fabricated – provisionally stitched together, only to be

rent apart at the moment of “our” impact.  Even that moment was fabricated out of my

all-too-real memory of that double impact – the frontally received kick and the backward

falling into some truly anonymous other; and yet, the ethnographic significance of that

moment would only emerge later, while reading a now “classic” text of cultural

interpretation – Clifford Geertz’s essay on the Balinese cockfight (1979).

It may be seen as something of a cheap textual trick to reveal “myself” as one of

the players in the game precisely at the moment in which the illusion of being able to

observe the game without being caught up in it – or as Geertz put it with respect to the

Balinese cockfight, to “read over the shoulder” of those watching and participating – was

dispelled.  Indeed, if I were to follow Geertz’s penchant for punning (see Crapanzano

1986: 69) here, this trick of self-revelation might be compared to that of a magician’s

pulling a white rabbit out of his black hat – although in this case, the magician and the

rabbit would be one and the same.  Cheap trick and paradox aside, such an image at least

points to the “racial” problematic of ethnographic representation involved here:  How to

write about a self-consciously “black” cultural practice without either effacing my own

presence as a “white” researcher and practitioner – the “classic” manner of sidestepping

this matter through appeals to “objectivity” or the like – or “whiting out” that racial

division – as in, say, treating my own embodied understanding of the art as allowing me

to “cross” such “lines of difference” (Sklar 1994: 19)?  Of course, this is hardly an

“either-or” choice, with a neat “right” and “wrong” answer, but neither is it one that can

simply be ignored.

Another way to approach this matter would be to substitute a “puppy” for the

“rabbit” as being pulled from the “hat” of black culture – the puppy in this case referring

to a saying bell hooks recalls her grandmother using:  “Play with a puppy he’ll lick you in

the mouth” (hooks 1990: 123).  While her grandmother used that phrase to refer to the
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dangers of falsely assumed familiarity between “white” folk and “black” folk in the

context of the racially segregated South, bel hooks refigures it with respect to the

propensity for “white scholars writing about black people” to

… assume positions of familiarity, as though their work were not coming into
being in a cultural context of white supremacy… as though no need exists for
them to overtly articulate a response to this political reality as part of their critical
enterprise (ibid: 124).

Actually, one all-too-common strategy by which to avoid articulating such a

response is precisely to “absent” oneself from one’s text – to pretend to allow the

“others” of which one writes to speak for themselves.  Here, far from pretending

familiarity, textually depicted interactions between the ethnographer and his or her

“informants” are limited to those that authenticate one’s “presence” in the “field” and

indicate “access” to what is “really going on”.  As Trinh ironically writes in regard to this

strategy as deployed in documentary films: “What can be more authentically ‘other’ than

an otherness by the Other him/herself?” (Trinh 1991: 69).  After all, keeping a “proper

distance” – refraining from getting “too close” to one’s subjects – has long been one of

the foremost concerns of social scientific writing; here, proximity is treated not only as a

strategy of “gaining access” but also as a threat in need of being contained – a threat not

only to the “objectivity” of one’s knowledge but to the occidental “subject” that

“imagines itself above or outside its ‘objects’ of study and privy to absolute truths and

original causes” (K. Stewart 1991, 1996: 70-71).  While it is important to question the

suspect ways in which the presumption of familiarity is deployed, it is equally important

to question those who would pretend to stand “outside” that which they write of so as to

“police the errors and crimes of representation” (K. Stewart 1996: 26).   Here, cultural

anthropology is far from alone in sometimes assuming the role of a border patrol

operating at the boundaries between self and other, regulating the movements between
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them and ensuring that “order” reigns at least as much on “this” side of the fence as on

(that of) the other.

Still, the inverse tactic of putting “oneself” in the picture is clearly not enough to

interrogate the racialized implications of knowledge-extraction from (“black”) others into

the (“white”) pages of an academic text.  Turning back to capoeira, the figure of the

practitioner-researcher has emerged as a common strategy by which to “authorize”

numerous articles and books on capoeira (Browning 1995, Frigerio 1989, Lewis 1992,

Reis 1997, Vieira 1995):  the fact of practicing the art not only helps legitimize the claims

one makes regarding it, but also one’s access to other practitioner’s views, as they are

more likely to open up to someone they practice and play with than someone who only

“observes”.  In this respect, the approach I take is anything but an exception:  I started out

first as a practitioner, only subsequently opting to turn that involvement into an “object”

of research, and the success of my writing similarly depends on its ability to assert and

convey a certain sense of authority through that prolonged involvement.

Although I full-heartedly (or fool-heartedly?) believe in the value of such

prolonged engagement, a crucial matter that is all-too-easily passed over is the

thoroughly social nature of such “research”, which, to my mind, becomes suspect the

moment one’s involvement is reduced to merely a “methodological” issue.  Rather than

hold to the pretense of speaking as/for the “practitioners” of the art as a solution to this

problem, I treat the matter of how such sociality impacts one’s writing as having no

ready-made answer, and as such, in need of continual improvisations upon the ethical and

political import of that social relation, and its reverberations in one’s writing.

While hardly resolving the issue, treating other practitioners as intercessors to

one’s writing may well be an indispensable component of such improvisations; such a

practice, intentionally defined in the broadest of terms, involves “taking real and not

fictional characters, but putting these characters in the condition of … making legends”

(Deleuze 1989: 221), as “to catch someone in the act of legending is to catch the
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movement of constitution of a people” (Deleuze 1992: 285).  While that “legending”

process will be taken up at multiple points in the informal stories told by practitioners and

retold in writing, given my more formalized concern here with respect to the relation

between “race” and “representation”, let me more straightforwardly turn to a similarly

formal act of legending in this regard:

The struggle for the recognition and valorization of Capoeira Angola is directly
linked to the recognition and valorization of Black people and African people.
This struggle cannot be separated; if this happens, the art of Capoeira will be
recognized, but the Capoeirista will be marginalized….  Skin color does not
necessarily determine the condition of a Capoeirista Angoleiro, but the political
thoughts will determine if you really can be accepted inside the Capoeira world.
To be an Angoleiro is a way of living, thinking and acting (Mestre Cobra Mansa
in ICAF News, Sept. 1998: 3).

This excerpt from a speech (printed in a newsletter published by a group based

in Washington, D.C.) given by one of the principle leaders of a capoeira Angola

organization to which I have belonged for many years, effectively refigures my concerns

– regarding both my social relation to practitioners and its relation to my writing – with

respect to the “political thoughts” involved therein.  If, for this mestre, an essential

component of such thoughts involves the connections pursued between the struggle of

those involved in the art and that of “black” and African people, he leaves open the

matter of what form such connections are to take.  In any case, I make no pretense of

pursuing such connections in the manner that this mestre, who has also turned a

researcher of the art, pursues them – a manner I have heard him refer to as broadly

“Afrocentric”.  Still, I believe that my approach, which might be termed broadly

“counter-Eurocentric”, speaks to his own, without pretending to speak either for it.

Along such lines, I start out from a broadly “dualistic”, “black” and “white”

conception of “race” – certainly, a marginalized approach in Brazil, but by no means
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“foreign”, as some would make it out to be.12  More than merely an alternate mode of

racial categorization to the other more common and more varied systems of “color”-

coding and/or “mixed” modes of racial categorization used in Brazil (see, for instance:

Maggie 1996, Maggie and Gonçalves 1995), this division can be construed as an overtly

politicized mode of identification (see d’Adesky 2001; Guimarães 2002; Telles 2003).

As d’Adesky (2001) argues, this “dualistic” model is explicitly affirmed against the

incorporation of a Eurocentric aesthetics in Brazil and the myth/ideology of “whitening”

to which such “aesthetic” values are tied.  It is also affirmed as an alternate mode of

identification to that all-too-often treated as fundamental to how “Brazilians” (with the

possible exception of certain sociologists and militants of the “black” movement, that is)

conceive themselves as a “people” – the “founding myth” or “guiding dream” of

democracia racial.   

A number of academic voices in and beyond Brazil have turned to characterizing

overt affirmations of a “racial”/ethnic identity in Brazil as evidencing the rigid binarism

of racial thought in (North) American culture; in some cases, such criticisms have gone

so far as treating “dualistic” approaches to “race” – and, accordingly, politicized

affirmations of blackness identity – as but one more “imperialist” product.13  Ironically,

                                                  
12 Letícia Vidor de Sousa Reis’ (1997) book on capoeira uses the “black”/”white” dualism to similar
purposes in some respects, particularly in terms of how these terms intersect with the difference between
styles, and with that between capoeira and the world beyond its bounds.  While she focuses on the
historical shifts in the use of the terms, arguing that the extended contact between “black” and “white”
cultures in Brazil lead to a “circularity” in their “reciprocal interaction”.  In this respect, her analysis
approximates that of Lowell Lewis (1992), who argues more specifically with respect to the difference
between styles that they are in the process of “converging”.  Following and elaborating on the views of
capoeira Angola practitioners with whom I have studied, my analysis rejects this movement of conjunction:
it figures the affirmation of a split between the Angola and Regional styles as doubling over with the
affirmation of such a split by the “black movements” in Brazil.
13 This is more or less implicit in a wide range of intellectual responses to the use of racial binarisms in
Brazil; see, for instance, Peter Fry’s (1995) critique of Michael Hanchard (1994). Here, however, I am
responding in particular to an essay by L. Sansone (1999), which explicitly makes this connection between
the use of racial binarisms and U.S. imperialism.  More than this, he specifically argues that “we must
contest many of the postulates of Afro-American anthropology and of “Black Studies”… because of their
provincialism and ethnocentrism” (ibid: 24).  An even more acerbic (and equally wrong-headed) criticism
in this regard was recently made by the French intellectual juggernaut, Pierre Bourdieu along with Loïc
Wacquant (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1999), characterizing Hanchard’s book (1994) in particular as
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the relegation of “black” cultural influences to but one more product of U.S. imperialism

effectively denies (the historically and politically constituted difference underlying and

complicating) the very racial binarism that is deemed characteristic of “American”

culture – treating “black” views as merely a mirror-reflection of the white supremacist

model of race relations against which they were articulated.14  Moreover, this perspective

tends to raise up Afrocentrism as the viewpoint that African Americans have on “race”,

thereby disregarding those “dissident” voices that are critical of Afrocentric discourses,

no less than those concerned with creatively coming to terms with cross-national

discrepancies in power.15

As pointed out by a number of “black” intellectuals whose approaches hardly fit

the inflexible mold attributed to them by defenders of “racial exceptionalism” in Brazil

(see Hanchard 1994:  43-47),16 one of the potential pitfalls of “identity politics” is that of

downplaying or attempting to exclude the differences within a given identity, rather than

                                                                                                                                                      
“ethnocentric poison”.  John D. French (2000) wrote a very cogent “response” to Bourdieu, and their
misreading of Hanchard, of race relations in Brazil, and of the mutual impact of views of “race” in Brazil
and the United States.
14 While I could not agree more with criticisms of any number aspects of the ‘Americanization’ of Brazilian
culture through wave upon wave of images, products, ideologies, social technologies, disciplinary
procedures, etc., in this neoliberal moment of global capitalist expansion, it seems a rather facile argument
to treat positive assertions of ‘blackness’ as but one more imported product of U.S.-led/imposed
‘globalization’.  Such assertions, after all came about in the United States in concert with an organized
voice opposing the deleterious effects of racial segregation and demanding civil rights, among other things.
15 In this regard, Gina Dent writes: “Black Americans in the United States now have unprecedented access
to cultural and economic capital “by fair means or foul,” as bell hooks points out.  We must, therefore,
begin to analyze the relative power derived from our position as citizens, however unsatisfied, of these
United States.  And this means thinking through the hall of mirrors in which our cultural power gets
projected as political power, but also the ways our cultural power allows the projection of one national
black culture around the world as what Coco Fusco calls the “prototype of blackness.”  We must mark the
dangers not only of an Afrocentrism that reinvents Africa to satisfy our need to fight our own internal
national cultural battles, but of what Paul Gilroy renames it as – Americocentrism” (Dent 1992L 15-16).
While this view might seem to reaffirm the very criticism remarked on above regarding “black” American
views on “race” in Brazil, what differentiates them is the political inclination of their criticisms – one
directed from the “outside” by an intellectual interested in distancing himself from overly “politicized”
views of race, the other an “immanent” critique of the power relations structuring “black” oppositionality
traversing national boundaries.
16 Hanchard’s conceptualization of “racial exceptionalism reflects an attempt to explain the subtle
ideological shift from the commonsense belief that Brazil is a country without racial antagonisms to a
qualified recognition of racial prejudice, discrimination, and subordination as a feature of Brazilian life,
while maintaining the belief that relative to other multiracial polities Brazil is indeed a more racially and
culturally accommodating society” (Hanchard 1994: 43).
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see the politics of “identification” as residing precisely in the articulation of such

differences.17  This is an all-the-more challenging problem facing attempts to articulate

black/African Diasporic modes of identification across not only class- and gender-based

lines of difference, but also national differences, particularly when extending from

(North) American culture to Southern countries that have long suffered the effects of

their Northern neighbor.  While these are crucial matters to address, however, there is no

reason to treat a “dualistic” perspective as any less open to embracing differences than a

purportedly “colorblind” or “multichromatic” perspective.  Along such lines, far from

seeking to replace “rigid” racial distinctions (purportedly imported from the United

States) in the place of “flexible” distinctions based on “color”, one of the principle aims

the “dualistic” point of departure adopted is to counter the overcoding of that allegedly

“democratic” myth with the hierarchical implications of the long engrained and

unquestioned valorization of “whitening”.  Even if the line of racial flexible in Brazil, its

angle of inclination is anything but horizontally or “democratically” oriented.

For the practitioners of capoeira Angola with whom I studied, the politics of

identifying with “blackness” exceeds neatly stipulated racial categories even while

drawing attention to the uses to which that identification is put – “political thoughts”, not

“skin color”, determine one’s acceptance in the “world” of capoeira Angola.  Still, as an

Angoleiro that is “white”, my own subject-positioning and mode of identification with

the art’s “blackness” clearly differs from that of “black” practitioners and non-

practitioners alike.  Of course, my positioning as an “American” also differs from that of

                                                  
17 While criticisms of “inflexible” views on “race” tend to be directed primarily towards African-American
intellectuals, that very criticism misses out not only on the diversity of black intellectual/political views in
the United States, but also the input of black intellectual work from elsewhere – Britain, in particular.  In
this regard, an anything-but-exhaustive list of names (from the United States and Britain) comes to mind of
intellectuals with overtly politicized yet anything but inflexible views on “black” identity:  Homi Bhabha,
Gina Dent, Paul Gilroy, Stuart Hall, bell hooks, Teshome H. Gabriel, Robin D. G. Kelley, Laleen
Jayamanne, Isaac Julien, Tricia Rose, Clyde Taylor, Cornell West.  Even the views of those mentioned are
anything but homogeneous:  more than anything, these names constitute a constellation of non-Brazilian
“influences” on my own views on “race” in Brazil.
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Brazilian practitioners, as does my positioning as a “man” as opposed to a woman, or, for

that matter, as my embodied knowledge of the art differentiates “my” view from that of

non-practitioners, and so on.  Yet, to my mind, the stipulation of a difference between

“black” and “white” constitutes at least a contingent means of breaking with the denial of

racism as anything but an “exception” to an idealized Brazilian culture, insofar as that

racism, even though not operating in terms of a neatly posited divide, nonetheless

insinuates a hierarchy of value in which “white” (or on certain occasions, moreno) resides

at the apex, and “black” at its bottom, even if any number of terms are placed between

them.  Far from merely imposing such divisions in a country where “race” (or “ethnicity)

per se allegedly does not exist, but only a “complex system of classification supported by

traces of race and ethnicity” (Maggie and Gonçalves 1995: 172), this assertion of

difference is more-or-less explicitly directed against both the occlusion of racial conflict

and the naturalization of racial hierarchy in Brazil.

At the same time, such an initially dualistic split need not be treated as the

unquestioned ground of analysis or an unchanging basis for treating social relations

and/or making political interventions.  Accordingly, I treat it more along the lines of how

Foucault treated dualisms as but a “preliminary distribution” opening onto a field of

multiple forces (Deleuze 1988: 83-84) – as a privileged entryway onto a field of

expanding differences with respect to this historically “black”/Afro-Brazilian/African

Diasporic art form and its varied relations with the no-less-polarized social and cultural

contexts in which it may presently be encountered.  For not only do the multiplicities

traceable from that initial break resist reduction to anything but contingently posed

unities, but they also fold over into another field, located between that split: “a

multiplicity of relations between forces” (ibid: 84), where “force” consists essentially in

“the ability to affect and be affected”(ibid).

The forces (or relations between forces) at once pervading and exceeding such a

discursively instituted “break” into “black” and “white” should by no means be reduced
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to mere violence18; or stated differently, the propensity for “violence” on the part of such

forces has nothing inherently to do with coercion, either physical or ideological.19

Rather, such a conception of force in terms of affect, foregrounds its relation to the realm

of sensations, and thence to dimensions of the “body” that exceed articulated discourse.

Here, it is intended to highlight the significance of cultural and artistic forms capable of

“tapping” those forces towards creative and/or liberating ends, breaking through

naturalized correspondences between “words” and “things” (see Foucault 1977: 174).

Far from being extraneous to social or political concerns, then, this sensate realm of force

at once precedes and informs the “discursive” break through which “racial” identities –

let alone social divisions, ideological structures, historical formations, and the like – are

lent definable boundaries.20

                                                  
18 “Violence acts on specific bodies, objects or beings whose form it destroys or changes, while force has
no object other than that of other forces, and no being other than that of relation:  it is ‘an action upon an
action, on existing actions, or on those which may arise in the present or future’; it is ‘a set or actions upon
other actions’” (Deleuze 1988: 70).
19 This conceptualization of force should not be confused with that given to it by Wartenberg (1990), say,
who treats force as physical coercion, and uses as a basic building block by which to construct his multi-
form theory of power.  While Wartenberg’s conception of force may conform more closely to its everyday
usage, no less than its conception in the discipline of political science, it fails to get at the interconnections
between force, resistance, and creativity pursued here.
20 For even as such forces impact with one-another from multiple directions, with results that are never
entirely predictable, that “microphysics of power” becomes distributed across divergent subject-positions,
social strata and historical formations (ibid) – and, we should add here (even if Foucault was adverse to the
term), ideological structures.  The empirical “ground” of such a theoretical modeling of the social thus
turns out to be something more akin to a vast instable realm of fluxuating forces: forces that are subject not
only to being contained and channeled towards particular ends – practical, political, and conceptual – but
also to being unleashed with no immediate or predefined objective other than that of evading and/or
rupturing the forces that have been “folded” back so as to contain, channel, and/or dominate other forces.

Here, the freeing up of such social energies and affective investments can be seen as constituting a
necessary condition for social and political change – although the positive articulation of such change is by
no means guaranteed by the tapping of such forces.  Or at least, this highlighting of the politics of sensate
forces and affective investments may be approached as a useful counterpart to that of more formalized
modes  of political activism, such as that  addressed by Hanchard in arguing the need for “consistent
presentation of data and political language about Brazilian racial politics that contradicts official and
unofficial, public as well as private transcripts about racial democracy” (Hanchard 1994: 159) as a crucial
instrument in activists efforts to “historicize of the present” (ibid).  Along such lines, pedagogical work on
the part of capoeira practitioners with “at-risk” children is an extremely important practice, in connecing
the seductions of a “cultural” activity to more formalized dimensions of anti-racist activism with the
common aim of “consciousness-raising”. This subject-matter will be explored in various places in the third
part of this dissertation.
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But, to return to “your” initial view of the game evoked above:  Almost certainly,

if in no certain terms, the matter of whether you are “white” or “black” somehow informs

your look upon the art, no less than your response to my written evocation of the game –

and much the same could be said of your other identifications.  Still, to attempt to isolate

exactly what that “somehow” is would be to do away with the dynamics of the encounter.

My focus here is not only on the dynamics of racial identification and difference, then,

but also on the differences that exceed, complicate, and potentially rearrange the initial

frames those dualisms such as this provide.  Along these lines, in the “initial view”

above, I tried to evoke some of the many sensate forces of attraction and repulsion that

exceed neat identifications, thereby foregrounding the open-ended – if potentially violent

– quality of that encounter, and others like it.

As an exercise in writing across racialized lines of difference, such sensate forces

can all-too-easily become captured by and frozen within an exotifying gaze – the twin

brother, or sister, of racial repugnance, endlessly making up alibis for its sibling’s bad

behavior.  At the same time, the very pretense of ordering or patrolling the way those

forces are represented, no less than the social connections and ethical bonds formed (and

deformed) thereby, risks playing into a “developmental” narrative of subject formation,

in which the separation of “reasoned” judgments from “disorderly” sensations has long

served as the metaphoric backbone to racialized discourses of “progress” and

“assimilation” (see Lloyd 1996) – a point to be fleshed out in the following section.  It is

with such conflicting forces and unresolved tensions in mind (and body) that I seek to

write about an art that I can only partially call “my own” – foregrounding, rather than

keeping carefully in check, the very messiness of my involvement.

One further note before proceeding to explore other dimensions of the problem of

representing movement and difference even while questioning the “frame” of

representation:  unless otherwise noted, those practitioners referred to in this ethnography
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can be presumed to be “black” – intended as at least a token inversion of the

conventionally unmarked norm of “whiteness”.
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A conversation-in-movement

How to transpose the moved in the direction of the written.  Describing
bodies' movements, the writing itself must move.  It must put into play
figures of speech and forms of phrase and sentence construction that
evoke the texture and timing of bodies in motion (Foster 1995: 9).
 You are moving in the middle of a roda, a roughly circular space constituting the

outer limit of your physical mobility in the space at hand and foot.  You are not alone, but

ludically disputing control of this space with another player – an other whose intentions

elude your grasp, but whose movement can be approximated.  Those in the human ring

surrounding you punctuate their chorus-and-response singing with sporadic laughter and

exclamations that echo and accentuate the gestural jests and narrowly averted corporeal

collisions interspersed in the flow of muscular contractions and chess-like mental

acrobatics within which you and your partner/opponent are contentiously subsumed.  You

are both constantly on the move, circling around one another, entering and exiting each-

other’s line of sight and realm of reach; you continually slide beneath, duck around, and

jump over one-another, even as you threaten to kick, head-butt, or sweep each-other to

the ground, all without missing a beat.  Your movements are strangely synchronized even

while being at odds with one-another.  For the most part, you avoid actual physical

contact, although you might allow a controlled impact to take place should you catch the

other player off guard, whether to keep the other player “on their feet” or to put them on

the ground.  But even when such momentary acts of disregard for the “rule” of non-

contact take place, you continue to dance, play, and “play” at fighting.

You thus move mindfully, devising tactics to outmaneuver your opponent, even as

you saturate your movement with the sonorous waves suffusing the air such that your

control of the space at hand (and foot) appears effortless. You must constantly re-mind

your embodied self that this is not a trial by force but an art of stylized guile – not always

an easy task when you’ve just been kicked or swept to the ground, or otherwise subtly (or
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none-too-subtly) humiliated.  As your mestre does not tire of repeating, capoeira Angola

is a brincadeira pensada  -- an act of mindful play that is not only strategically thought

out, but also thought through, as a mode of meditation-in-movement in which actions

inside the game resonate with those taking place in the outside world and the history they

hold in common.  At the same time, you place your very “mind” in movement – its inner

substance and outer casing, that is:  you dodge your head back and forth to keep it safe

from attack, and ready as an instrument of attack itself, should the opportunity for a head-

butt present itself. And, from time to time, you place your head on the ground,

momentarily transforming it into one more limb on which to support the weight of your

body as you twist and turn in place or move across the ground.  Once in a while, you

might even spin on your head in gleeful provocation, but for the most part, you move low

and slow, letting only your extremities – hands, feet, and top of the head – touch the

ground, with any number of such limbs making contact at any one time.  Occasionally,

you punctuate the otherwise steady flow of intercorporeal circumlocution with sudden

kicks, jumps, laughs and inversions of the torso; and when the moment is right, you

destabilize your ludically-engaged adversary through a slight push of the head just as she

or he attempts to balance on his or her own.

If the game is “punctuated”, it is literally so, as this game, so they say, is a

diálogo , a conversation-in-movement in which specific displacements of the torso, arms,

legs, and head are continually linked together with and dissociated from your partner in

opposition – your camarada 21; this involves not just the back-and-forth sequence of

attacks and defenses, but the central role of gesture and expression in both

communicating intent (as in a feigned kick followed by a laugh in response to your

opponent’s involuntary expression of surprise at having been caught off guard) and

veiling it.  (At this point, your opponent bends down to touch the ground in a not-

                                                  
21 “Camarada” is a stylized way of referring to someone as a friend or acquaintance; when pronounced by
capoeira practitioners, the last syllable is typically dropped.
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uncommon ritual gesture, as if in disregard for the threat your proximity poses to her,

only to catch you by surprise by suddenly standing up in such a way that her head could

easily have hit you in the vulnerable spot just under your chin, had she wished to make

physical contact – yet she does so ever-so-calmly, as if oblivious to the danger her action

presented to you).  It is both an intimate dialogue between friends on the verge of

argument, and a careful conversation between enemies negotiating a truce.

The art form is dialogue-like not only in terms of the improvised maneuvering

between you and your camarada, but also in terms of the interplay between such

movement and the musically in-formed style of movement that you mutually incorporate.

It is the “conversational” characteristic of the style you both embody that allows for

distinct intonations and dissonant punctuations, responding to (or ignoring) one-another’s

every gesture; such subtleties would be lost in a bout of screaming, as in an all-out

fight.22  In this fashion, the “participatory discrepancies” (Keil 1987) produced between

you and your partner’s movements through the syncopated music tend to maintain this

bodily dialogue in movement, preventing it from crystallizing into brute displays of force,

no less than into a uniform style of play.  Indeed, it is through the cultivation of stylistic

singularities that are compatible with corporeal idiosyncrasies (small players play

differently than big players, as do the light-weight and the heavy-set, and so on), and

through improvising a no-less-singular mode of rhythmic movement, playing both off

and between the beat of the music and the other player’s similarly singular rhythm, that

the “conversation” gains its vitality.  “The game lasts as long as players have something

to say to one-another through their movements,” you recently heard a mestre respond to a

fellow student’s question as to a typical game’s duration.

                                                  
22Indeed, his “conversational” style attributed to capoeira Angola is itself often contrasted by its
practitioners to the so-called “modernized” style of capoeira, “Regional”, which I have heard characterized
both as a “shouting match” as a simultaneous recitation of “monologues”.
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In turn, it is through the “conversational” quality of such movement that it

becomes capable of both “speaking” and “listening” to the verbal input that accompanies

the game – whether that of the musicians and audience through their singing, a command

whispered to cool a heated game, or the gasps and cries of excitement let out by members

of the audience from time to time in response to the feigned and actual attacks – kicks,

head-butts, and sweeps – and sudden gestures that pointedly punctuate the game and lend

it “meaning”, even as that meaning exceeds any particular signification.

Moreover, particular movements can be mimetically appropriated into

perspectives on the world beyond the game.23  Here, then, you might recall another

mestre’s favorite phrase:  “I always walk with one foot behind the system.”  Through this

statement, he appeals to your corporeally mediated sense of the ease with which you

might sweep your opponent to the floor – or avoid being swept yourself – by a foot so

positioned behind your opponent’s foot.  At the same time, his statement is suggestive of

a certain political proclivity – even while resisting having its meaning pinned down.  As a

practitioner of the art form, you are thus capable of both “immediately” understanding

this statement in kinetic terms (a corporeal understanding that is itself “immediated” by

long hours of practice), and reading it as a political statement whose meaning is

intentionally ambiguous, or subject to “interpretation”.  Taking his statement as an

invitation to speculation – as he would not deign to explain it himself, you might read his

self-positioning behind the system as an oblique reference at once to his cautious

skepticism towards the powers that be, and his readiness to engage in the “revolutionary”

activity of sweeping the system off its feet, should the opportunity present itself.  Or at

least, such an interpretation might offer itself to you, should he make this statement to

                                                  
23 "The human body has always been used to produce and express similarities, obvious examples being
dance and spoken language, both of which are intimately bound up with the mimetic faculty.  In neither
dance nor speech, however, do representation and expression name two different abilities.  Rather, they
make up two aspects of the mimetic faculty, which, in mimesis, do not diverge but are combined in a single
act" (Gabauer and Wulf 1992: 269).
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you as he did to me while walking down a street near where this mestre lives in a

peripheral realm of the city of Rio with a particularly pronounced reputation for

outbreaks of violence; your awareness of his own self-assumed “blackness” and political

views might further color your interpretation of his statement.

  If particular movements, or more elusive modes of movement or allusions to

such movement, can be appropriated into metaphorical statements and take on political

valences for their practitioners at varying degrees of abstraction, likewise political

statements without any apparent connection to the art form can be creatively

approximated to the movements of Capoeira.24  Walter Benjamin referred to this process

more broadly as the discerning of non-sensuous correspondences: “Thus the coherence of

words or sentences is the bearer through which, like a flash, similarity appears”

(Benjamin 1978a: 335).   Sitting down in my living room to discuss a capoeira workshop

with a mestre visiting me some years ago in Austin, Texas, I happened to turn on the

television just as Ted Koppel concluded the Nightline news show:  “The conversation on

“race” that President Clinton initiated last week has now turned into an argument.”  As

this mestre  had just that day compared capoeira to a dialogue during a capoeira

workshop, I translated the TV-anchor’s comment, asking him what he thought of the

comparison.  He responded that this sort of distinction between a “conversation” and an

“argument” falls apart when compared to the “language of the whip” that predominated

during slavery, wherein both such “conversations” that of capoeira and that on “race” –

originated.  Still, he added, the conversation of capoeira does not exclude argument, but

can heat up and cool down again without missing a beat.  Further stretching the

metaphor, and playing off previous elements of our conversation, he suggested that

Clinton would himself be a master of the art form if he could move his body with the

same ease with which he shifted ideological positions (this mestre had first arrived in the

                                                  
24"If a sense of the body can enter the realm of talk about politics, then the entrances and exits to such
conversations could be greatly facilitated" (Martin 1990: xi).
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United States shortly before that president’s signing away of welfare).  I played up to his

irony in noting that the President already had a good capoeira nick-name, “Slick Willy”;

he chuckled and took a swig from his Budweiser, only to grimace: “Don’t you have

anything colder?”

If, then, you are “in the middle,” this sense of place is itself double in more ways

than one:  you are moving both within and between places (Casey 1996: 23), at once

imagined and real.  On the one hand, you move in and around the middle of the roda,

carrying out improvised sequences of practiced movements twice doubled over as danced

fight and ritualized play.  On the other hand, you move in and out of the roda, crossing

back and forth between its permeable boundaries through a constant interchange of

physical, verbal, and metaphorical displacements.  It is through the interplay between

these converse movements, alternately (or simultaneously) sensate and signifying, that

this game becomes capable of extending beyond the immediate pleasures (and occasional

pains) of play, even while sensibly impacting that outer world.  Thus, to refigure a

movement from the game with respect to this ever-so-common linguistic expression, it is

through moving from “the one hand” to “the other hand” that you become capable of

“walking” on both of your hands:  it is in the displacement between the meaning of

movement and the movement of meaning that the art’s feelingful form acquires both

discursive and non-discursive resonances beyond the immediate bounds of the game as

well as any fixed socio-historical context.25

It is in a similar, albeit non-identical fashion that your readerly displacements

within and out of the roda through the medium of this written text mimetically invoke the

otherwise absent presence of capoeira Angola, as at once a codified  “cultural text” and

                                                  
25 “In the same way that an abstract posture allows the passage from one point to another, the abstract body,
capable of elaborating abstract rhythms or figures from different contexts, allows the translation of one
context into another” (J. Gil 1998: 136).
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tenuous ensemble of decodified bodily sensations, affects, and actions.26  Through

willfully entering the doubled space between them, assumed distinctions between the

“inside” and “outside” of the art form become more pliable, as do those between the

cultural practice and its ethnographic – and historical – figuration.27  In this way, by

“walking on your hands” – a not infrequent act in the game – it becomes possible for you

to feel out the frequent inversions of perspective necessary to maintain the “meaning” of

movement in motion out of the game, preventing it from falling into the inertial state of a

symbolic “system” or interpretive “ground”.28   For such a mobile interpretive space to

emerge, the written text must both dance with and struggle against the presumed reader,

simultaneously seducing your sensate imagination and confronting your critical powers.29

“As a practice of the loss of speech, writing has no meaning except outside itself, in a

different place, that of the reader, which it produces as its own necessity by moving

toward this presence it cannot reach” (de Certeau 1984: 195).

Thus, conversely, in walking on my hands in the game, I taunt you through the

very act of exposing myself to the threat of being pushed over.  I must therefore be ready

to “close” my body,30 as in quickly thrusting an outstretched arm between us should you

attempt to knock me over, while precariously balancing on the other arm.  In like fashion,

in calling attention to the mediating role of the text itself, such as in shifting between

first-, second- and third-person address, overt textual “play” appeals to the possibility of

alternate interpretations, even as it guards against the criticisms that it thereby invites:

                                                  
26 "Readers, by means of their mimetic faculty, analyze the abstractions of writing, concretize them, and fill
them with 'life." (Gebauer and Wulf 1992: 272).
27 Todorov (1984: 22, emphasis added) comments on Bakhtin's theorization of the relation between critical
commentary and its object in this regard: "For Bakhtin, the metatextual relation is not specific; the metatext
is actually an intertext; the utterance that describes another utterance enters into a dialogical relation with
it."
28 "A mimetic approach to the text puts its elements and positions into motion; it disperses and disseminates
them, renders them frutiful in a new way" (Gebauer and Wulf 1992: 295).
29 To the extent that capoeira is here treated as a 'text,' it
30 One can “close” one's body not only through defensive bodily movement, but also through “magical”
protection sought through ritualized offerings to the African orixás .  “Closing” one's body is closely
associated with mandinga -- more will be said on this later.
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that such play has no relevance to the conflict-ridden reality of the world “outside the

text”; that it is disrespectful of the agonistic process through which “serious” academic

knowledge is produced; that it obscures more than it reveals regarding the relation of the

respective “texts”(herein and that of the art form) to their “proper” referent(s).  Without

your partial complicity in acknowledging the mimetic relation of this art form to the

world beyond its bounds, the interpretive “play” enacted herein between the unruly,

performative writing of capoeira (Angola) and its multilayered social and historical

contexts is vulnerable to (possibly forceful) rejection.31  Such a negation of that play,

invoking one-to-one correspondences between reference and reality, voids the text and

game alike of their potential to alter naturalized associations through the juxtaposition of

incongruous fragments of social reality.32  Thus boxed in, the precarious balancing act

involved in mimetically approximating the poetic play and indeterminate movement of

the art form risks falling flat on the fact-filled floor of a narrowly “realist” reading – a

form of reading that scans surfaces for interpretive codes, without feeling out the bodily

forces and sensations that animate those codes and render their translation possible (see J.

Gil 1998; Seremetakis 1994).

That said, I have only one last move to make before breaking from this particular

conversation-in-movement, with nothing left to “say” for now.  If I ask you to accept a

certain “play” in my writing elsewhere, it no longer involves adhering to the fiction of

“our” conversation (that which goes on between your reading and the writing herein, in

which “I” am no longer present in any case) mimetically evoking the conversation-in-

movement that goes on in a game of capoeira.  It is a request rather to allow for multiple

                                                  
31  "In front of the court, the plurivocity  common to texts and to actions is exhibited in the form of a
conflict of interpretation , and the final interpretation appears as a verdict to which it is possible to make
appeal....Only in the tribunal is there a moment when the procedures of appeal are exhausted. . . .Neither in
literary criticism, nor in the social sciences, is there such a last word.  Or, if there is any, we call that
violence " (Ricoeur 1979: 93; emphasis added).
32  As Clifford suggests in a section entitled 'Displacements':  "Ethnography cut with surrealism emerges as
the theory and practice of juxtaposition.  It studies, and is part of, the invention and interruption of
meaningful wholes in works of cultural import-export" (1988: 147).
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ways of crossing over and otherwise complicating the stipulated boundaries between the

game inside the roda and the world beyond its bounds: “This could be what a

conversation is – simply the outline of a becoming” (Deleuze and Parnet 1987: 2).33

                                                  
33 This is not meant to contribute to the fantasy of an infinitely connectable world, but rather to allow for
the fabrication of contingent constellations of cultural, historical, and sensate imagery with which to
construe unruly perspectives on the world. More specifically, one of the principle objectives of such a
constellatory approach is to actively contribute towards rupturing the demobilized state of cultural practices
such as capoeira – to highlight their politicized margins along with their marginalized politics, rather than
treating their reified nature as already accomplished and then subjecting it to critique.
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Digesting history, writing difference

[First Voice]:
Listen up – we’ve chosen some texts for these reading seminars.
These texts have the objective to both work over and deepen the subject of
capoeira, for us to understand a little more about what we’re practicing, I
mean, what we’re training here inside [the room], and also other texts
which inform us regarding the ‘black’ question in Brazil, and other aspects
of history and culture…  Now, this text … which gives a general
introduction, despite some errors, but still gives a vision of capoeira,
comparing capoeira ‘Angola’ to ‘Regional’ –
[Second Voice, interrupting]:
What are the errors in this text?
[First voice again]:
Well, there’s part where it says that João Grande and João Pequeno were
students of mestre  Bimba.  I don’t know if he misunderstood, but neither
of these were Bimba’s students.
[Third voice]:
This mess-up, this kind of mess-up happens.  Those who don’t know
history right still want to say things that they don’t know, and thus stretch
the imagination with this sort of mess-up.  This is normal, and we
shouldn’t be startled by certain hear-say; we should not be jarred by what
people write—certain articles in the newspapers, sometimes even books,
that have nothing to do with the genuine thing, capoeira Angola.  We
know that the Group of capoeira Angola… works for the reason and truth
of Capoeira; but a lot of stuff that’s been written—millions of
books—you’ll find this if you simply take one to read seriously—have
nothing to do with capoeira—the guy knows nothing about capoeira
Angola; he’s just curious, knowing about a dozen words of capoeira, and
thinks he knows, when he knows nothing.  I’ve been present at various
situations in which people put things down in writing that have no
connection whatsoever, who haven’t themselves eaten anything, only
recording what one said here, another claimed there, and someone else
concluded for him, but in terms of deep understanding, knows nothing.  I
think the conscience of capoeira Angola has to be always read, in my
conception, read by someone who enjoys capoeira, who admires it, who
has, I don’t know, spiritual or fraternal links to capoeira.  Before



47

understanding capoeira, you have to search for the fundamentals of what
you’re going to write.

This public conversation was recorded at a meeting with the capoeira Angola

group with which I was affiliated during my extended field-work/play period from the

end of 1994 through the first months of 1996 in the city of Rio.  We periodically took

time off training for such group discussions of readings – at least once a month in theory,

somewhat less often in practice.

The first time I transcribed this brief exchange and extended monologue, I was

torn between using it to underline the importance of writing with an “embodied”

understanding of capoeira Angola, and using it as an example of the danger of

essentializing the distinction between “bodily” and “discursive” knowledge – between

those who have “eaten” capoeira, digesting it over many years of practice, and those who

only know “about a dozen words” or movements in the bodily “language” of capoeira, or

who know the art form only through “hearsay”.  I certainly wanted to make something of

my longstanding involvement as a practitioner, which far exceeded my “research”

interests and to a large extent determined the “informal” way in which I carried out that

research – rarely resorting to such formalized modes of knowledge collection as the

recording and transcription of a text such as the one above.   I was at the same time

somewhat anxious to disassociate myself from this overbearing rhetoric of “deep

understanding” – an anxiety perhaps based in part on the fact that although I had been

playing for some years, this player could still all-too-easily dismiss my claims to “really

knowing” the art form, as he was considerably more experienced than me; indeed, the

speaker’s words may well have been partially directed toward me, as the tape-recorder

placed in front of me no doubt reminded him (and others present) of my own intent to

write that million-and-first such book, article, or some-such on the subject.

Yet, after listening again to the recording to fill in some lapses in my

transcription, I realized that either such reading would be committing basically the same
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mistake of taking what he said too literally – a misreading facilitated by the reduction of

his utterance to the flat surface of a text without even a hint of how its words were being

intoned.  (Such “hints” would be put in later, in the form of italicized points of emphasis

– functioning more as markers of the insufficiency of writing that hopes to imitate or

“record” speech than as in any way reproducing those intonations).  It would be to fail to

hear the performative inflection of his diatribe, which, although initially set off by a

“factual” error committed by the author of the text we were reading, was responding to

the ideologically charged nature of the act of relegating two of the eldest living masters

of capoeira Angola to being students of the founder of its so-called “modernized” style,

capoeira Regional.  Indeed, rather than limit itself to an “ideological” critique of that

error, he took that “mess-up” as exemplifying a problem with written representations of

capoeira more broadly – the millions of books that have nothing to do with the

fundamentals of the art, written by those who have never partaken in digesting that of

which they write, but only recorded “what one said here, another claimed there, and

someone else concluded for him”.   His impromptu diatribe was not really about what

constitutes adequate knowledge of the art, or who has the authority to write; it was more a

matter of provocation – an effort to interrupt our reading of that text.  His words thus

echo that of a certain Nietzche:

Knowledge taken in excess without hunger, even contrary to need, no longer acts
as a transforming motive impelling to action and remains hidden in a certain
chaotic inner world which that modern man, with curious pride, calls his unique
‘inwardness’” (1980: 24; emphasis added).

Only, in the case of the perspective he gives voice to, the “inwardness” of superficial

knowledge is projected outwards onto all that has been written about capoeira, whereas

“deep” knowledge is equated with that which is actively incorporated through playing

capoeira – not just any capoeira, but capoeira Angola.   Indeed, the affective

reverberations of his speech were directed not only towards those listening, but also

towards capoeira itself, actively attributing vitality and even a conscience to the art form,
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compared to which mere written words could hardly help but be seen as lifeless, or at

least lacking in expressive force.34

Needless to say, his diatribe did not shut us up; we proceeded to discuss various

dimensions of the article at hand, moving beyond its “errors” and tying it – and thence

the art form to which it referred – to other matters, including “the ‘black’ question in

Brazil, and other aspects of history and culture”.  Still, the combination of what he had to

say with how he said it with the context in which he said it – that of a group discussion of

a written text on the part of practitioners of a “bodily” expression of “black” culture – can

be read as back-talk (see Stewart 1996) to a certain narrative of representation in which

the relation between writing and its object all-too-easily takes on a racial slant.  What his

words did interrupt, if only momentarily, was a certain authority allotted “writing” over

the “object” that it constructs, imbuing their relation with a teleology of progress.

* * *

Writing, a possibility of composing a space in conformity with one’s will, was
articulated on the body as on a mobile, opaque, and fleeting page….  This science
is the body changed into a blank page on which a scriptural operation can produce
indefinitely the advancement of a will-to-do, a progress (de Certeau 1984: 196).

Of the millions of possible books to which the speaker quoted earlier referred, let

me now “simply take one to read seriously” in fleshing out the politicized relation

between writing and its “object” – in this case, an art “traditionally” associated with black

bodies.  The initial text to be explored in this regard consists in the preface to a book on

capoeira published some years ago, O jogo da Capoeira: cultura popular no Brasil

(1996), by Luis Renato Vieira.  The author of this preface, Barbara Freitag, who

introduces herself as the advisor to the master’s thesis previously written by the author of
                                                  
34 “All intonation is oriented in two directions: toward the listener, in his or her capacity as ally or witness,
and toward the object of the utterance, as if it were a third participant assumed to be alive” (Bakhtin, quoted
in Todorov 1984: 46; italics in original); “Intonation is always at the boundary between the verbal and the
nonverbal, the said and the unsaid.  In intonation, discourse enters in immediate contact with life” (ibid).
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the book she is introducing, begins by saying that if prefaces were customarily given

titles, hers would have been, A capoeira ou a dialética do corpo:  “Capoeira or the

Dialectics of the Body”.  “What does dialectics (a philosophical concept that expresses a

labor of the intellect) – have to do with capoeira (which expresses a form of fight, music

and dance)?” (Freitag 1995), she has her imagined readers ask, imagining them to be

caught off-guards by the comparison.  She then explains how they relate as follows,

throwing in the requisite German terms as if to validate her proficiency in what, after all,

began as a specifically “German” form of intellectual gymnastics: “the dialectic is

wortgetwaltig and convinces through the best argument, whereas capoeira is sprachlos

and wins through the silent concentration of the player, animated by the rhythm of the

barimbaus [sic: berimbaus] and tamborins [sic: pandeiros]” (ibid: ix).  Freitag then goes

on to cite a song quoted later in the book as admirably expressing the author’s own

relation to capoeira:

They say that capoeira
Is that dirty negrinho [“little negro”]
Negrinho that doesn’t work
Negrinho that’s a vagabond
I’m a capoeira
I’m even very light[-skinned] white
I work, I study
My money is hard earned.

Lest the reader misunderstand her, she notes that the author of the book himself “does not

only play capoeira – is [a] capoeira practitioner, but he also teaches this “dance of war”

for various years.  His money was thus “hard earned”” (Freitag 1995).  The author, she

proceeds, is

a capoeira...very light-skinned white” who argues against the prejudice
cultivated until 1930 that capoeira is a thing of “marginals”, blacks,
thieves, which led to the prohibition of the practice, and confirms what is
expressed in the little verse:

Capoeira has no race
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Capoeira has no color
Capoeira is in the blood
Capoeira is only love.35

(ibid: x, xi).

What is particularly confounding about her argument is how it can express racist

presumptions so overtly, and yet somehow imagine itself as doing the contrary – as

speaking out against the racial prejudice to which capoeira was “once” subjected, but

allegedly is no longer.  Assuming that the inability of the author of that preface to

perceive the racist subtext of what she says is not merely a result of ignorance, one

suspects she is in fact giving voice to a widespread, culturally cultivated blindness; or at

least this assumption justifies my own stint at policing the “crimes” of representation

enacted therein.

Bearing this in mind, let me follow the flow of her argument a little further.

Contrasting a former thesis on capoeira (Tavares 1984) to the perspective argued by

Vieira, she equates these two points of view to those expressed by practitioners of the

“traditional” and “modern” styles, respectively, summarizing it as a conflict “between the

essentialists who defend capoeira as a cultural expression of the black, ex-slave, and

those that understand it as a form of fight and dance that broke the regional, cultural, and

linguistic frontiers, teaching it as a novel form of corporeal art and gestural expression”

(ibid: xi).  That conflict, in which the author “does not take sides”, then results in the

                                                  
35 The previous lines of the song she is citing here basically reiterates her line of reasoning in verse.  As
such they further testify as to how neatly she reproduces the “Brazilian” myth of racial democracy in the
(“German”-derived) language of “dialectics”.

Capoeira antigamente In the old days capoeira
Era Coisa de Marginal Was a thing of “marginals”
Hoje em dia ela é Nowadays it is
O esporte Nacional The national sport
Hoje o negro é Today the “negro” is
Tratado com carinho Treated with tenderness
Mas antigamente era But in the old days he was
Amarrado ao pelourinho Tied to the whipping post
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“dialectical “ synthesis of an ““authentic Brazilian culture”:  exactly what is said by the

lines of the last song cited” (ibid: xi) – in other words, a so-called “racial democracy”.

This preface thus exposes just how closely assumptions regarding differences between

“white” and “black” culture are intertwined with distinctions not only between “writing”

and its object, but also such closely related dualisms, such as “theory” and “practice”,

“mind” and “body”, “work” and “idleness”.

While the author of this preface might be forgiven for her ignorance regarding the

messy, frequently conflicting, and anything but “dialectically resolved” reality of “race”

relations in Brazil, it is rather astounding how readily her argument lends itself to an-all-

too-literally racialized reading of capoeira”s “dialectic of enlightenment” – in other

words, “whitening”.  Reading the various terms of her argument in conjunction, we find

that according to this author, capoeira”s “racist”/”black”/“essentialist” past has been

dialectically “preserved and surpassed” not only through its transformation in the

modern, “Brazilian” capoeira, but also in that style presently being played by hard-

working, educated and “very light-skinned white” (the redundancy here itself suggestive

of a persisting racial anxiety) players such as the author of the book she is introducing.

Here, then, the very act of writing a book about capoeira becomes incorporated in that

very “dialectic” – and the inverse:  for does this book (as with other books, articles, and

dissertations written on the art) not itself at once “preserve and surpass” capoeira”s  “dark

past” in textual form?  And does it not thereby indirectly contribute to efforts to

discipline the unruly, “black” bodies and “vagabond” nature of those who practice(d) it,

inadvertently reasserting their distance from the “orderly” space of interpretation into

which the signs of their presence have been displaced?  If, following de Certeau, the

“installation of the scriptural apparatus of modern “discipline”…was accomplished by a

double isolation from the “people” (in opposition to the “bourgeoisie”) and from the

“voice” (in opposition to the written)” (de Certeau 1984: 132), this preface points to how

that apparatus was simultaneously accomplished on the colonial margins of European
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identity through “the White man’s artifice inscribed on the Black man’s body” (Bhabha

1994: 117, commenting on Fanon).

A number of apparent “ways out” from the problem posed – the racial subtext

involved in producing a “text” whose authority is based in large part upon the very

distance it imposes between that which it purports to represent – certainly present

themselves.  One would be to argue that this particular text – or my manner of critically

re-presenting its argument – poorly states what is nonetheless a fundamental truth of

“Brazilian” culture in general and capoeira in particular:  that they resist such “black” and

“white” distinctions being applied to it.  Even if, from an “external”, “sociological”

viewpoint, racism clearly exists in Brazil, having solidified into clear structural

inequalities between those on the “lighter” and “darker” sides of the color spectrum, such

distinctions do not apply when approached from an “internal”, “anthropological” view, in

terms of how racial relations are lived and/or imagined by most Brazilians.36  One such

scholar of “race” in Brazil recently argued along these lines that although many

Brazilians recognize the existence of racism as something more than merely the

“exception that proves the rule” of their country being a “racial democracy”, that they

nonetheless hold onto democracia racial as a “passionately embraced dream” (Sheriff

2001: 11; italics mine); another such scholar echoes this view in arguing that democracia

racial constitutes a “utopic projection, an ideal to be achieved” (Fry 2002: 8).  Yet

another scholar, even while drawing attention to the “myth of whitening” that overlaps

with that of democracia racial and endows the dream of “mixture” with a hierarchical

inclination, proceeds to affirm that at an everyday level, Brazilians think of themselves as

                                                  
36 Guimarães (2002: 54) explicitly takes issue with such an “anthropological” approach to “race”, which he
attributes to Yvonne Maggie and Peter Fry in particular; over against that view, he reaffirms the importance
of (binary) racial categories independently of whether those categories are used by the “subjects” under
consideration.  My tactic is somewhat different, in turning to Brazilian “subjects” that assert such
marginalized – rather than “foreign” or “external” – views of “race”.  Still, Guimarães does point to this
possibility, insofar as he understands the “racial democracy” to be a historically dated ideology
“materialized in social practices, state policies, and literary and artistic discourses” (ibid: 55) – basically,
what Michael Hanchard (1994) terms “racial hegemony”.
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a fundamentally “mixed” – not “segregated” – society (Maggie 1996).   Thus, following

such views, so long as you hold to the “local” logic of color/”racial” classification, which

favors subtle variations over dualistically opposed terms, you might well be considered

“exempt” from the “(b)order control” practices of at least those anthropologists holding

to the basic precepts of relativism.

By way of response to that option, let me for now just say that if the “myth of

whitening” serves, as the last scholar mentioned asserts, as a “logical operator that

organizes [Brazilian] society” (Maggie 1996: 232), in which the attribution of “more” or

“less” color serves to express hierarchy even while covering over opposition, than I

prefer to side with the views of the practitioners with whom I studied in contradicting this

logic – even if that means siding with an “oppositional” logic that places me, as a “white”

practitioner-turned-researcher, on the “defensive”, as in being called to demonstrate the

“political thoughts” that guide my representational strategies.

Another way to circumvent the racialized subtext underlying capoeira’s

translation into a bounded (written/cultural) “text” would be to argue that far from

uniformly contributing to its “whitening”, that the written affirmation of capoeira”s

cultural and historical ties might well be articulated over against those who would reduce

the art form to a rationalized “sport” (see Vieira 1995).  In this regard, I might well

appeal to the view expressed in an interview for a newspaper by one of the mestres with

whom I have studied the art, known as mestre Cobra Mansa.  He argues that capoeira, to

the extent it is only considered a sport, lacks identity:

Sport is general.  Culture is a thing of the people, it has an identity and a history.
We want to maintain this dimension.  So long as we preserve capoeira as culture,
it will continue to have an Afro-Brazilian identity.  The capoeirista is always
going to have to return to the historical basis.  It is this basis that will keep
capoeira Angola intact.  (Interview originally published in Correio da Bahia – no
date; quoted here from ficario.com.br website).
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Here, as long as one’s writing respects capoeira’s culture and history, it would potentially

support efforts to resist capoeira’s reduction to a “sport”.  Indeed, the view stated here

could be more forcefully articulated against the more-or-less overt racial interests

originally motivating the very efforts to transform capoeira into a sport.  At the very

moment when the practice of capoeira was subjected to a severe wave of police

repression shortly after the official abolition of slavery and before the turn of the century,

a chronicler of popular traditions argued that the practice, instead of being subject to

“extermination”, should be treated as a “contagious disease” in need only of prevention

and control; thus contained, it could even contribute positively to the “national

physiognomy” in a way similar to boxing in England or savate in France (Moraes

Filho1979 [1893]: 257).   Some forty-odd years later, around the same historical moment

that capoeira was officially legitimized as a cultural practice – thereby putting an end to

its up-until-then “clandestine” status – physical education was being preached as a means

of “overcoming the failures of racial selection and furthering its perfection” (Souza

Ramos 1936, quoted in Vieira 1995: 63).  It would not take long for capoeira itself to be

taken up as a “native” Brazilian form of “gymnastics” (Reis 1997), and thereafter

incorporated not only into physical education programs at school, but also into military

and police training programs – including that of the notorious “Special Police” formed

during the Vargas regime with the explicit purpose of forcefully dissolving public

protests.  Capoeira”s “cultural” ties would thus be largely severed, both due to their link

to capoeira”s “dark” past (its ties to slavery) and because it was seen as detracting from

its “efficiency” as a competitive sport and fighting form.  Here, then, the very (sorts) of

text(s) introduced by the preface criticized above, even while contributing to capoeira’s

“enlightenment” at one level, potentially contributes to the formation of a politicized

counter-memory at another.

At the same time, the emphasis on redeeming capoeira”s “cultural/historical”

value may be indirectly tied back to the very project of capoeira’s “enlightenment” – in
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this case, the use of such appeals in marketing capoeira as a cultural product.  As one

scholar of capoeira writes in this regard:

Mestres and capoeiristas in general have been capable of articulating discourses
of great richness and symbolic efficacy, transporting a knowledge and practice
that was born amidst the black and slave population in Brazil, perhaps some three
centuries ago, to the more elite and white ranks of various countries in recent
times (Travassos 1999: 261).

Far from limiting this process to capoeira’s exportation abroad, this scholar attributes it to

all those teaching the art and seeking to make a living from it; for her, the emphasis on

capoeira’s “blackness”, its purported historical link to the struggle against slavery, and

the enigmatic nature of the movement that is purportedly at the heart of the art all obey

the same “sociocultural logic” of marketing.  On the one hand, this scholar’s view

usefully points towards what might be termed the contamination of the field of “practice”

with the operations of “writing” – as, following de Certeau (1984: 135), such

“discourses” participate in the “scriptural economy” precisely insofar they function to

both excise the art from its former milieu and rework the material thus excised to fit other

rules and models.  On the other hand, her own approach towards practitioners of the art

participates in that very “economy” insofar as she both removes herself from the

problematic thus designated, and treats such practitioners as incapable of critically

reflecting on the “logic” she attributes to their actions no less than the enigmatic

“techniques” they incorporate into their bodies (Travassos 1999: 266-267).   Raising

herself above and apart from the practice of which she writes and whose “logic” she

purports to isolate, she inadvertently participates in a logic that exceeds the activities of

capoeiristas themselves no less than her own writing: “Combining the power of

accumulating the past and that of making the alterity of the universe conform to its
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models,” the logic of the scriptural economy in which she participates is at once

“capitalist and conquering” (de Certeau 1984: 135).37

Thus delineated, I do not propose to offer some neat answer either to the general

problem of how to “extricate” the art form from that overriding “scriptural/capitalist”

economy, or the more specific matter of the racialized subtext involved in the

“translation” of embodied practices such as capoeira into the “cultured”/ “enlightened”

space of a written text.  Nonetheless, collective reading discussions of the sort that the

capoeira group to which I belonged periodically organized clearly constitute one “local”

example of the possibility of enacting resistances to that logic, overturning presumptions

about the uses to which writing is put and both the places and subjects with which it is

identified, no less than the relation between “reading” the art and embodying it; and here,

the third speaker’s vehement affirmation of the (perhaps uncrossable) gap between what

has been written about the art and what it means to those playing of offers a further

complicating twist.

Taking the thrust of those words to heart, if not their literal meaning, I refrain

from attempting to represent anything approximating the “genuine” nature of capoeira

(Angola).  At the same time, I hold to the possibility of refiguring localized resistances in

writing without draining such acts of their oppositionality – a practice involving the

displacement of such resistances towards other ends than that of representation.  The

success of such displacements may well depend in part on incorporating something of the

multivalenced and polyvocal qualities of “speech”, along with those unruly dimensions of

the art that likewise thwart the pretense of an orderly inscription, into the very texture of

writing, even as that writing turns to other matters.  Still, before turning to the matter of a

                                                  
37 “The writing laboratory has a “strategic” function: either an item or information received from tradition
or from the outside is collected, classified, inserted into a system and thereby transformed, or the rules and
models developed in this place (which is not governed by them) allow one to act on the environment and to
transform it….  The scriptural enterprise transforms or retains within itself what it receives from its outside
and creates internally the instruments for an appropriation of the external space” (de Certeau 1984: 135).
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mode of writing that endeavors to incorporate something of the dynamics of movement –

let alone the interruptive flow of conversation – into its writing, let me address a model of

representation from which my own deviates, yet without which there might well be no

“traditional” style, let alone model, from which to depart.
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From the incorporation of tradition to the sensed displacement of history

The power of the body lies in the ability to sustain involvement in the
moment without needing a centered or centering experience of mind as a
source of opposition (R. Martin 1990: 70).

When I originally conceived my dissertation project, I intended for this incipient

“body” of ethnographically-centered knowledge to follow in the footsteps of a particular

“corporately” organized ensemble of capoeira groups.  This organization was centered

around a group in the northeastern city of Salvador, Bahia, to which the mestre had

returned after first starting up the “same” in Rio de Janeiro.  That group – which

officially had came into being only a few years before its founding mestre’s return to

Salvador, after having spent roughly a dozen years in Rio – would later branch into the

various groups with which I would have contact.   At the time such contact took place,

that mestre continued to act as the undisputed leader of the groups in Rio – although far

from curtailing disputes between the groups in Rio, his ex-centric centrality in some

respects contributed to inter-group rivalries with respect to whom had authority over

whom.

The overall organization, which also had splinter groups located in a handful of

other cities in Brazil as well as one or two (it varied) in the United States, had a clearly

stated project of both preserving the “traditional” style of an Afro-Brazilian art form

known as Capoeira Angola, and transforming it into an overtly political movement. That

central group presented the model for the associated groups to follow.  The value of that

model – according to a booklet distributed at a conference held by the “central”

organization in Bahia in 1993 to which a good number of the mestres of the different

groups in Rio went, along with those students that could afford to do so, such as me –

consisted in offering not only “the best way of accounting for the large number of

activities” in which the organization was involved, but also “a model of hierarchy,

worked out under intense disciplinary rigor” (G.C.A.P.- Salvador booklet, 1993: 13).
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According to the organization’s mestre, this model was intended both as a means

of “preserving the principles of capoeira in its most original form”, and to cause members

to “absorb capoeira in all its dimensions: philosophical, political, ethnic, social, cultural,

and religious” (ibid).  Along such lines, members were to wear identical uniforms at all

group activities, and were divided into several “committees” with distinct responsibilities.

Each member was expected to belong to two different sub-groups: a comissão de

trabalho or “work committees”, and a grupo de estudos, or “study group”.  As stipulated,

the first of these consisted in the following division of duties:  the up-keeping of the

space in which the group practiced; the maintenance of musical instruments used for

practice and performances; archives of the organization’s activities, the history of

capoeira Angola, and a small “library” of sorts regarding “black”/African Diasporic

culture more generally; photographic and video documentation; financial management;

and group publicity (ibid).  Each “study group”, in turn, was to focus on, and eventually

present to the group as a whole, a particular subject, on varied themes related to capoeira,

black culture, and/or Africa.38  Just as each “work committee” had a leader, who was

supposed to keep the head of the group informed of their progress, the leaders of the

individual groups were expected to keep the overall mestre (located in Salvador)

informed of the activities in which their groups had been involved (ibid).

Thus structured, this organization was a composite of “modern” form and

“traditional” content, in more ways than one – tradition consisting in “content” here

insofar as it was precisely this that the “form” of the organization was designed to both

“preserve” and to make formal connections between the art form and the world beyond

                                                  
38 As listed in that pamphlet, during the year previous to that conference, these subjects had consisted in:
“The History of Angola” (involving research regarding the history of the country, not the art form);
“Nigeria” (documentation of individual and group impressions of those members of the group who had
participated in a trip to that country involving various presentations); “Capoeira and Meninos de Rua
(‘street-kids’)”  (showing of the film Pixote, and interviews with children participating in a capoeira class
given in conjunction with a local Non-Governmental Organization); and “Racial Conflict in South Africa”
(study of the Apartheid system, the “Mandela myth”, and showing of the  film Grito de Liberdade)
((G.C.A.P.- Salvador booklet, 1993: 13).
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its bounds in the range of ways traced out above.  The authenticity of the “content” thus

preserved and disseminated through this organizational structure was at the same time

guaranteed through “traditional” means – through appeal to this mestre’s having been

handed down the authority to teach the art form by his own mestre.  Actually, the matter

of whether the title of mestre was formally “handed down” or at a certain time “taken up”

and thenceforth assumed was far from clear.  This matter of whether that title is/was

conferred “vertically” by the mestre’s mestre, or “horizontally” – through recognition as

such by one’s capoeira group, that of other practitioners, and the surrounding

“community” of which one is a part – has been an ongoing matter of dispute amongst

practitioners.

In any case, I intended to follow a similarly systematic, “modern” approach

towards ordering my dissertation around the ethnographic account of the process through

which “traditional” cultural knowledge is transformed into an explicitly political project.

I hoped to model my own text according to the activities of this organization, both in

terms of its internal affairs (those they would allow me to reveal, that is) and their public

interactions with the external world.  After compiling this organization’s activities during

the time of my research (and preceding my stay through researching the group’s

archives), I would then return from the field and begin assembling chapters around

particular facets thereof, “rationally” organized in a fashion not so unlike the internal

divisions of the group itself.  Thence, I would organize this ethnographic “data” and sub-

sections to support an overarching thesis:  Basically, I intended to represent this

organization as a model for the transformation of Afro-Brazilian “culturalist” practices,

wherein expressive forms such as capoeira are considered “ends in themselves,” into

overtly political projects, as the “means to more comprehensive, heterogeneous. . .

ethico-political activities” (Hanchard 1994: 21).

During my research, the organization’s pretense of comprising a coherent social

organization or “body” largely dissolved, for a wide number of intersecting reasons,
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including:  the “failure” among these groups to reproduce the internal organization of the

central group39; rivalries between the leaders of the “peripheral” groups; and the

exacerbation of tensions between those groups and the overall organization’s founding

mestre – tensions which varied from discontentment with his authoritarianism to

dissatisfaction with his lack of guidance, to a more complex combination of these two

only seemingly opposed sentiments.40  My initial choice to work first with the groups in

Rio de Janeiro before moving to Bahia to work with the main group also inadvertently

altered my perspective on the organization as a whole – and, no doubt, the founding

mestre’s perspective towards me; in response to these and other factors, I eventually

opted to stay on in Rio after the main group to which I was tied broke away from the

overall organization. The demise of this overall organizational structure of authority also

effectively shattered the representational model I had planned to take – I thenceforth

lacked a coherent “object,” or organized ensemble of social subjects, through which to

lend the pretense of coherence and a neatly stipulate “objective” to my dissertation.

It would not in fact take long for a new organizational “body” to arise with many

of the same principles and overall structure as that from which the group to which I

belonged broke off, although its “center” was no longer in Salvador, but in two different

cities on either coast of the United States, where the two mestres that founded it – both

former students of the mestre of the previous organization – took up residence and started

up new groups. Eventually, certain of the groups formerly articulated to the previous

                                                  
39 In this regard, the very existence of “work committees”, let alone their exact number and function, varied
widely from group to group in Rio, and to my knowledge, only one of the groups – the one to which I was
more formally affiliated – had anything resembling “study groups”, which it carried out in the form of
collective readings of the sort addressed earlier.
40 Randy Martin offers a cogent, if contentious, critique of the very pretense of organizing a social
movement around a symbolic center:  “From a political standpoint, the demand for unity around a single
symbolic authority is a paradox.  What may begin as an attempt to insure the longevity of a movement by
clarifying goals and programs may render those goals and programs unattainable.  The problem lies not in
the formation of goals per se but in the demand for unity that may accompany them.  By focusing on an
imagined singularity beyond a range of differences or groups that may compose a movement, not only are
those differences collapsed but the power to maintain the coordination among the groups is lost” (R. Martin
1990: 161).
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organization would re-articulate themselves to that newfound organization, despite its

even further distanced “centers”.  Actually, these newfound “centers”, while displaced

from the “authenticating” city of Salvador, would become imbued with a new force of

attraction, as their locations would facilitate the possibility of traveling up North to

conduct capoeira workshops and the like, thereby lending access to much-needed dollars

with which to make up for the difficulties of surviving as a teacher of capoeira Angola in

Brazil.  At the same time, that displacement would stimulate a good deal of criticism – no

doubt mixed with an element of envy – from other groups, ranging from claims that those

mestres moving out of Brazil were abandoning the people who needed their teaching the

most, to assertions that this displacement would result in the “discharacterization” of the

“traditional” style of the art form.  While the group to which I belonged while conducting

“fieldwork” in Rio opted to remain autonomous once it broke away from the organization

centered in Salvador, I would personally end up joining that other organizational body

when I returned to the United States myself, and started up a small group in Austin,

Texas – but that is another story, with its own field of contentions.

In any case, it was in large part in response to that earlier organizational body

falling apart, and with it the pretense of re-presenting a neatly bounded body of

“tradition,” that an emergent awareness of another set of bodies began to reorient my

overall project – on the one hand, a body that I hesitatingly call my own, and on the other,

the thoroughly destabilizing body of history.

With respect to the first body, I say “my own” advisedly,41 as this body took on

meaningful substance as a newfound source of ethnographic inspiration only to the extent

that it was no longer conceived (by me, as by those around me) as mine alone, but rather

                                                  
41 Actually, I might just as well question the habit of saying “I” here as that of referring to “my” body, but
that habit stems a good deal further back in the process of attempting to contain and otherwise assert
control over bodily becoming (see Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 130).  It is a habit I cling to, as the fiction of
a place from which to speak, which despite its dangers and congenital blindspots, can still usefully operate
as something of an irritating speck in the eye of “scientific” observation.
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as an active participant in the living art of capoeira Angola in Rio de Janeiro (and

beyond).42  At the same time, the import of this body I have the habit of calling “mine” in

some respects precedes my involvement in the art form itself, extending back to the

subtle impacts on its formation resulting from having lived in the city of Rio de Janeiro as

a child, from nine to fifteen years of age.

Whereas, that second body – that of history – effectively destabilizes the body of

“tradition” no less than “my own” body’s involvement in the art – even as both of these

bodies feed back with respect to how that history is approached.  For here, much of the

history of which I speak is that to be found in written documents referring to capoeira

and/or the capoeiras presumed to practice the art – documents written principally by

“white” elites, government officials, and European travelers.  While views that such

documents offer as to the art as practiced in the past interrupts the pretense of anything

like a straightforwardly preserved “tradition” stemming back to the struggle against

slavery, let alone any particular cultural form in Africa, those views offer anything but

transparent “truths” to be opposed to the “mythical” beliefs of practitioners, as some

researchers seem to suggest (see Vieira and Assunção 1998).  Rather, what they most

readily allow one to “see” is the racialized logic of what I earlier termed the “cultural

gaze” through which “blackness” came to be viewed.  That gaze would subsequently split

along at least two lines: that of potentially positive views of selected Afro-Brazilian

                                                  
42 For, while within the confines of my former project, I had grown accustomed to treating the first of this
body as serving principally as an “instrument” of participation and a “locus” of observation, awareness of
the felt form impressed through years of practicing capoeira Angola would thenceforth subtly alter and
complicate not only my understanding of the art form’s relevance to its social surroundings, but also of the
relation between my writing and the art form and its other practitioners.  Here, the anthropological
“method” of participant-observation shifted into something more along the lines of observant participation.
If I thereby lost something of the “distance” often presumed necessary to overcome mere opinion and
produce knowledge in a culturally “decontaminated” (see Gebauer and Wulf 1994, Stewart, K. 1991),
social-scientistic form, I began to more actively sense the process through which the art form is constituted
as a living, mobile tradition uncontainable within any particular symbolically unified social collective – or
dissertation, for that matter.  Actually, it would be better to say that at some necessarily indefinite point, I
became aware of shifting between the positions of observation and participation, thereby dispensing with
the pretense of these dis-positions being assimilable to one-another in any neat or bounded form.
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cultural practices, and that of thoroughly negative – but no longer overtly racialized –

views of purported “marginals”, social types which “just happen” to be predominantly

“dark-skinned”.  As “white” in terms of my skin-color no less than my cultural

upbringing, I do not pretend to objectively see through that “cultural gaze” as one “sees

through” an illusion and thereby dispels it; rather, it is in part through the awareness of its

continued existence that I have come to “see” my bodily involvement in capoeira, no less

than the ongoing relevance of the history of the art as “seen” through historical sources,

from a different light.

Approached from this multiply decentered perspective, precise or uniform

delineations of the “inner” and “outer” boundaries of the art form become suspect,

substituted by a sense of mutable boundaries formed and deformed according to the

particular angles of approach taken towards its varied manifestations.  This destabilizing

of previously assumed boundaries might be compared to a theatre in which spectators and

actors constantly switch places and thereby come to partially “share” a world whose

internal split reflects and refracts that of the theatrical “world” to the world beyond its

bounds.43  These partially reversible perspectives do not so much complete one-another

as render their incompletion (and politicized partiality) visible both with respect to one-

another and the world within which they are mutually immersed and perpetually splitting,

or placing in movement.

If, with respect to capoeira, the principle “world” that practitioners share consists

of bodily movement, I thenceforth began to perceive correspondences between the

movement in and out of the art form not in terms of one-to-one correspondences between

                                                  
43 Garner offers perceptive accounts of similarly disorienting shifts in perspective undergone between
audience and actors in theatrical productions: “…theatrical watching opens to competing perceptual
configurations from within, a field structurally destabilized by the same dynamic of intersubjectivity that
characterizes perception outside the theater, whereby the Other represents the opening of an autonomous,
differently oriented world within the perceptual boundaries of my own  (Garner 1994: 47). Still, his
analysis risks inadvertently inserting a stabilizing frame into this account, in claiming that they are those
intersubjective dynamics are “the same”.
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movements and meanings, or between such movement and its overall meaning(s), but in

terms of the proliferating combinations of sensation and signification that come about

through the circulation of bodies not only in the game but also in the social space beyond

its bounds – including, although not limited to, the space or even “body” of the city of

Rio.44  The informal, heterogeneously shared and multiply articulated movements

produced through the social, physical and semiotic circulation within and between groups

thence displaced the formal organization and symbolic representation of the art form

which I had formerly considered central in terms of its political potential.  While,

needless to say, I had been aware of such circulation previously, it was only in the wake

of that displacement that I began to actively sense its social and political importance –

along with its resistance to articulation in other than contingent figurations, subject to

continual displacement.  Of course, there still existed the danger of romanticizing such

circulation between bodies and groups as somehow magically overcoming the signs of

difference (foremost among them, the triadic mantra of “race,” class, and gender) that

separate them.  Nevertheless, this emergent sense of the impossible-to-pin down mobility

of movement – a mobility that exceeds without effacing the frames placed around it in the

effort to contain and/or explain it – would thenceforth serve as a constant reminder of the

felt gap between writing and enacting movement, which can only be provisionally

crossed through fabricating connections, or “stories”, such as the very one just told.

                                                  
44 The treatment of the city of Rio as a “body” is explicitly traced out by Madel Luz (1994).  It emerges
more-or-less indirectly at various points in the following ensemble of sections on the history of (the)
capoeira(s), and will also be fleshed out in the concluding sections of the dissertation.
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A window onto history

It won’t be long before there will be windows for rent, at a high
price, to watch, comfortably and without any sort of danger, these
maneuverings of heads, legs, and navalhas [razors].  Only three or four
days ago, some capoeiras, after instigating various “scenes”, decided to
organize an itinerary, just like any other procession, proceeding from the
São Francisco Square, through the cross-street of the same name, to the
Seventh of September Street, Uruguaiana, the Carioca and São José
Squares, where they bolted off.

It is unwarranted to say that the people hurriedly opened the way in
front of them, as they yelled out “Whoever crosses our path will die!”
  Now the only thing that’s missing is for battles of this sort to be
announced in the newspapers, ending with an itinerary approved by the
police.  We predict great crowds (Revista Ilustrada, Rio de Janeiro, no.
287, 1888, p. 7; in Dias 2001: 87).

To judge from the description this quote from a magazine written over a hundred

years ago offers, capoeira then was anything but the bounded spectacle of danced fighting

and acrobatic moves that it is today – even when the more “spectacular” dimensions

thereof are called into question, and reworked into a more complex, enigmatic form;

rather, as depicted here, the capoeiras proceeded from street to street after instigating

unnamed “scenes”, threatening anyone in their way with violence, and then dispersed.

Indeed, the only more-or-less clear indication that the journalist here is discussing a

practice related in other than mere name to what is presently known as capoeira lies in his

reference to the maneuverings of heads and legs – even as the mention of “straight-

razors” reasserts a crucial difference from the art as practiced in the present.

Ironic images of the capoeiras such as this one were apparently far from

uncommon at the time; the author of the book from which the quote comes from refers to

two such actual drawings a well-known Italian artist was commissioned to do – one of

which showed a Catholic friar getting head-butted in the stomach by a rival religious

figure, the other showing two politicians facing one-another with razors in hand, in which
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their bodily stances further identified them as engaged in acts of capoeiragem.   The

historian referring to them claims such images were used “to transmit to its readers…the

idea that Rio de Janeiro was one big stage of violence, roguery, and impunity” (Dias

2001: 86).  Their caricatured nature served to “open up a door for laughter to enter” (ibid:

87), reducing an object of fear to one of mere cynical humor, and thereby banalizing the

subject of violence addressed thereby.  Unfortunately, his initially illuminating discussion

of how caricature, irony, and the like were capable of lending a degree of malleability to

the subject-matter of violence, opening the latter to “reflection”, leaves off with a

similarly inflexible judgment:  The boarding-on-humorous nature of such representations

of violence, he concludes, was “nothing more than a deceit created on purpose, as a form

of defense, to conceal a problem of great seriousness” (ibid: 88).   That said, he proceeds

to the more “serious” sources for the historical investigation of the everyday presence of

capoeiragem  – loosely translated, “capoeira activity” – on the streets of Rio, as offered

in the Jornal do Comércio or “Business Journal” – which contained the very

representations of capoeira that the journalist quoted above was satirizing!

This historian thereby opened up, only to cut short, a fruitful realm of

investigation into the way overtly metaphorical representations of violence, rather than

“simplifying” reality, as he at one point claims (Dias 2001: 86), may just as well offer a

manner of feeling out the ambivalence involved in the very act of representation.  This is

potentially the case, insofar as such figurative representations, instead of purporting to

transparently depict the reality of violence, call attention to the very frame used to depict

it – in this particular case, the “windows” to be rented to view the violence of the

capoeiras from a safe distance. 45

Approached from such an angle, the above quote from the magazine offers a

“window” onto the capoeiras not unlike those it pictures the members of the upper classes

                                                  
45 See Chambers (1991: 240-241) for the potentially oppositional uses to which irony may be put to use.
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as wanting to rent – a window from behind which we too can look down on the once-

dangerous fighting-form from the comfortable remove of the present. Only instead of

showing the art form itself, it allows us to glimpse something of the multiple perspectives

from which the capoeiras were viewed at the time:  by the police and government

officials, for whom it was a threat to the social order that they dutifully defended; by

members of the upper classes, who sought to distance themselves from capoeira and the

social milieu of the street in which it was practiced, even while being secretly attracted to

it; by journalists, for whom the capoeiras’ nefarious activities no doubt offered an

inexhaustible font of thrilling reportage; and by capoeiras themselves, who, in

“organizing an itinerary” through the streets, apparently played an active role in creating

a spectacle of their actions.  Moreover, the passage depicts the overlapping layers of

complicity between such points of view in constituting capoeira as a spectacle of conflict:

the police, reporters, and spectators on and off the street, and the gangs themselves.

Amidst such multiply positioned perspectives, we are able to glimpse the intertwining of

fear and excitement, repulsion and attraction, that prefigured both the repression of

capoeira and its eventual resuscitation as a spectacle/sport/enigmatic art form some

decades later.46

Thus, although the passage does not disclose the past to us “as it really was,” it

does allow us to “see” something other than an arbitrary set of meanings imposed upon it

from the privileged point-of-view of the present.  Following Michel de Certeau, we could

say that it locates (or dis-locates) history along the wavering boundary between “a past

object and a current praxis”: “The truth of history resides in this ‘in-between’ on which a

work marks its limits, without being able to create an object taking the place of this

relation” (1980: 38).  More than merely deny the possibility of seeing or reconstructing

the past as such, de Certeau affirms that the “imaginary landscape” opened up by this

                                                  
46 See Stallybrass and White (1986) on how the socially repressed “low” become objects not only of
bourgeois disgust, but also fascination.
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vacillating perspective cedes a measure of autonomy to social and historical forces that

we only pretend to fully comprehend, control, or otherwise fix in time or space.47

Looking at the “window” passage from the vantage re-opened by de Certeau, it

not only offers insight into the heterogeneous points of view involved in the

spectacularization of the violence associated with the capoeiras, but alludes to how the

capoeiras were likely able to exploit the mixture of repugnance and fascination held in

their regard.  Here, the very opacity of the quote – the way it makes fun of our desire to

see through it to the capoeiras as they were “in themselves” – offers a figuration of that

which it is incapable of directly showing:  the interior intentions of the capoeiras

themselves. For although the capoeiras may well have played into expectations regarding

their disorderly conduct and dangerous nature, they may just as well have played off

those expectations, reworking them towards other effects than that of merely validating

the widely disseminated view of them as a public menace.

Furthermore, besides “disclosing” something of the inscrutable intentions of the

capoeiras themselves, the passage could be said to allow us to “see” the similarly

invisible relation between them and the populace out on the streets with them.  Indeed,

the very wording of the denial of any complicity of the other people out on the street with

the capoeiras in opening up the way for them – “It is unwarranted to say...” – could be

taken as suggesting that such an alternative interpretation was indeed conceivable, and

perhaps already being voiced, at the time.  Pausing to consider that the journalist penned

this statement the same year in which slavery was officially abolished, and that “the

people” referred to by the quote consisted of what had only shortly before been slave-

owners no less than those they had enslaved, the assertion of a uniformly negative, fear-

induced reaction to the capoeiras’ presence seems unlikely.  For here, the question

                                                  
47 “The imaginary landscape of an inquiry is not without value, even if it is without rigor.  It restores what
was earlier called “popular culture,” but it does so in order to transform what was represented as a matrix-
force of history into a mobile infinity of tactics.  It thus keeps before our eyes the structure of a social
imagination in which the problem constantly takes different forms and begins anew” (de Certeau 1984: 41).
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remains as to whose notion of disorder the capoeiras were playing into and/or off of:  that

experienced by those whose forced labor had for so long comprised a “natural” part of

the reigning social “order”, whose longstanding familiarity with the violence of the whip

more than likely far outweighed that presented by a cultural practice no less “black” than

themselves?  Or that plaguing the minds of those European/whites/elites who sought to

distance themselves from this turbulent – and yet secretly seductive—social realm?  It

may well be that capoeira was all the more disconcerting (and perversely enthralling) for

the latter because it palpably materialized the fundamental absence of (a social) order

(perceived as legitimate) for the former.

Although these are all only conjectures, it is crucial to keep in mind that the

documents available with which to reconstruct the history of (the) capoeira(s) represented

only a restricted (if far from homogeneous) set of views – that of police and government

officials, journalists, European travelers, and the like.  What remains largely inaccessible

to us – except perhaps through such conjectures – is the “popular” response, or set of

responses, to the capoeiras and their activities.  Here it is up to the imagination to fill out

the traces of such a perspective, in something like the way one might discern the

photographer’s own image from that tiny, distorted reflection of him in the eyes of a

photographed subject.

That imagination, however, is by no means solely “my own”; far from belonging

to an isolated individual, this creative faculty plays into and off of an extensive (and

hardly uniform) social imaginary of urban violence and social disorder that is still very

much with us today.  It is the “untimely” correspondences between past and present

social imaginaries of violence, rather than the impossible view of capoeira’s past “as it

really was”, or of a neat, sequential narrative extending from the past into the present,

which  I address through the multiple and heterogeneous images of (the) capoeira(s)

discussed in the ensemble of sections following this one.  For, approached from a certain

angle, such images allow us to “see” aspects of the imaginary of violence that have been
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largely occluded within present-day representations thereof, as well as “feel” out

dimensions of that imaginary that resist a narrowly visual depiction.   Here, the effort is

to highlight the racialized legacy of violence in the city of Rio de Janeiro through

presenting and interpreting historical images of the capoeiras, while at the same time

calling attention to dimensions of the capoeiras that resist reconstruction through the

purportedly transparent optic (of disciplinary versions) of “history” 48 – even as they

slide, rupture, and reinsert themselves within that multiplicity of mutating social and

ideological forces to which history is also tied.

For images of this sort offer a counter-image not only to what that historian citing

it considers more “realistic” representations of the capoeiras in the past, but to the

staunchly moralistic and thus greatly oversimplified manner in which the matter of urban

violence tends to be depicted and interpreted in the present.  Indeed, the image offered by

the journalist prefigures the subsequent spectacularization not only of capoeira, but also

of violence. Written only a year before Republican militants would assume power in

Brazil (1889), the journalist’s image is strangely prescient of events that would shortly

take place that would fundamentally alter capoeira, severing it from the violence with

which it was identified – although violence itself would not cease to proliferate in other

forms.  As one of the Republican government’s very first public acts – as sworn

defenders of the positivistic ideals of “Order and Progress” to be emblazoned on the

national flag – they would declare war on the capoeiras that “plagued” the streets of the

nation’s capital.  While the wave of police repression that followed effectively eradicated

at least the public existence of capoeira, 49 it would at the same time inaugurate a tradition

still very much alive today in Rio (and elsewhere throughout the globe…):  that of the

                                                  
48 “If the discipline of literary criticism is merely permitted to indulge in the praise of metaphor, the
discipline of history is expected to eschew metaphor as anything but the incidental ornamentation of the
reportage of fact” (Spivak 1990: 390).
49 For suggestive traces of the “underground” life of capoeira in the aftermath of Republican repression, see
Dias 2001;  Pires 1996, 2001; Salvadori 1990.
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heavy-handed use of “force” in the name of repressing “violence” and “disorder”.  Such a

tradition, once perfected, would effectively separate the State’s “orderly” use of force

from the social and semantic field to which “violence” would come to refer, except in

what were deemed “exceptions” to the rule of orderly force, as in “inordinate” acts of

police brutality.  Here, moreover, the line of tolerance separating one (“reasoned” force)

from the other (the “unreasonable” sort) would turn out to be amazingly flexible –

particularly once the overtly “racial” criteria for differentiating them were displaced by

more subtly coded modes of discrimination. 50

                                                  
50 See Bauman 1995 (139-163) for a more extended theoretical elaboration of the relation between violence,
force, and order – both their underlying ambivalence and their immanent relation to “modernity” and
“reason”.  Also, see Bauman (1989) on the intimate relation between “modernity”, “reason” and “racism”.
Feldman (1994) also discusses such matters, and their relation to “spectacle”, with respect to both the first
American invasion of Iraq and the Rodney King beating in Los Angeles.
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Mortal Kombat?
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This photograph, not unlike the historical passage discussed above, also offers us

a “window” of sorts – a framed perspective onto a game of capoeira occurring out on the

street – although in this case, it was taken over a hundred years later, in 1994.  And of

course, it is not a street per se, but the public square known as Cinelândia – the “Land of

Cinema”, translated literally, and the same public square, it so happens, where our

capoeira Angola group would perform at least once a month on a Friday evening.  That

square, moreover, happens to be located only a few blocks away from the streets

mentioned in that historical passage.

The photo might thus be said to offer a far more immediate image of capoeira

than that provided by the preceding passage.  After all, that passage offered only a

multiply distanced view of the capoeiras:  distanced in time by well over a hundred years;

distanced by the verbally construed nature of the image, which lacks the directness of a

photograph; distanced by the imbedding of that quote in further quotes, as a form of

“reported speech” passing from the contents of a magazine to those contents as presented

in the history book from which I myself quoted it; distanced by my translation from

Portuguese to English; and, as already discussed, distanced by the ironic tone of the

comment itself, whose reference to the desire to view capoeira through a “window” was

clearly intended as a criticism not of the bourgeois gaze, but rather of the complicity of

that gaze with the violence taking place on the street.  Whereas, this photograph appears

to offer an image that is not only up close and on the street, but places the viewer amidst

the very crowd viewing this art-form-in-action.

More than a quote regarding what someone once said about the capoeiras out on

the streets of Rio, then, this photograph seems to portray that reality directly: as a

photograph rather than a drawing or a verbal description, this image does not merely

translate that which appears in it, but quotes from those appearances (Berger and Mohr

1982: 96), and in so doing, photographs such as this appear to offer a window onto

reality itself.  In this case, moreover, the presence of the berimbau instrument, just visible
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on the margins of the photograph, immediately renders it apparent that this is a shot of a

game of capoeira, even as the surrounding presence of the crowd clearly indicates the

performative nature of this game at hand.  Indeed, the presence of that ring of spectators

might be seen as at least partially confirming the irony-laden prediction made over a

hundred years earlier by the representative.  It is not a great crowd, but a crowd

nonetheless, and although they are not watching from behind “windows,” the spectators

certainly do not appear to feel in any danger of the game at hand.

And yet, this photograph hardly conforms to standard conceptions of capoeira as

practiced in the present.  Far from offering a view of impossibly high airborne kicks and

flexible bodies -- (only momentarily frozen) movements from which we may infer an

ongoing spectacle of physicality and/or display of bodily control – all it offers is an

image of two players (guardedly) touching hands during a game.  Even if one considers

the image less of a document of the game itself than of the reactions of the spectators to

it, it offers an ambivalent view at best, with heads turned in various directions, numerous

arms crossed, and a laugh or a smile scattered here and there.  Here, those in the audience

appear neither fascinated nor fearful of this practice; still, there is clearly something about

it that has attracted them to it, and is at least momentarily holding them there. Whatever

is going on that is (at least loosely) holding the interest of those gathered around, though,

it is clearly a far cry from its past association with battles out on the street or prohibited

weapons such as the razor-sharp navalhas the capoeiras once used.

But what then of those two words visible just above the players shaking hands:

Mortal Kombat?   It could almost be read as a caption, placed as it is outside the art itself,

as if commenting on or explaining it.  But unlike captions, which when used in

conjunction with photographs, tend to “produce together an effect of certainty, even of

dogmatic assertion” (Berger 1982: 91), these words have something close to the opposite

effect – that of calling attention to the discontinuity between the apparently peaceful

game of capoeira before our eyes, and the spectacle of violence being shown in the
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cinema behind the players.  Read with the “window” passage in mind, that discontinuity

becomes filled with irony, not so much because of the indeed mortal combats in which

the capoeiras were once engaged, as because it recalls the “same” voyeuristic desire to

witness violence without being threatened by it; after all, where else but a cinema could

one hope to watch enactments of violence more “comfortably and without any sort of

danger”?

Where else, that is, besides one’s own living room couch, particularly for all those

not interested in such fanciful depictions of violence as to be found in this film – a film

inspired by, of all things, a video game with the same name – but rather in the serious

depictions of scenes of real violence still taking place throughout Rio de Janeiro (and of

course, the world beyond), as mediated by the everyday evening news?  In different

ways, both of these mediums fulfill the desire voiced over a hundred years earlier, only

instead of the privileged viewers setting themselves apart from the street in order to

watch the scenes of violence occurring thereon from above, it is the scenes of violence

themselves that are removed from the street, transformed into the (presumably) safe

realm of moving images, and viewed from within an equally safe and enclosed

environment.

Despite obvious differences between the conflicts represented in films such as

Mortal Kombat and mediated representations of urban violence circulating on the

evening news, these genres nonetheless entertain a certain identity with each-other in

terms of how they represent violence.  Namely, both such genres more often than not

frame the conflicts they depict according to the seemingly timeless battle of “good”

versus “evil”, or any number of subtly different permutations thereof: that between the

forces of “order” versus those of “disorder” (where the emphasis tends to be on social

control); the “civilized” versus the “barbaric” (a matter of the presence or absence of

“reason”); “citizens” versus “marginals” (involving the assumption or denial of ethical

responsibility, and note here the introduction of a slightly less vague temporality in its
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link to the formation of citizenship); and so on.  Of course, in the one case, that

“timeless” battle is depicted in a clearly fantastic, overtly absurd manner, whereas in the

other, a tone of absolute seriousness generally accompanies even the most sensationalistic

representations – indeed, the two might well be said to increase in direct proportion to

one-another.  Nonetheless, they might be said to share in much the same overall

“imaginary” of violence, at least in certain respects – an imaginary at least partially

shared and disseminated in academic works as well.

In this regard, the same year I took this photograph, a book by Alba Zaluar – one

of the more well-known intellectual authorities on the matter of “urban violence” in Rio

de Janeiro – came out called O Condomínio do Diabo – “The Devil’s Condominium”.

Among other issues, this book addresses the “reenchantment of evil” that she suggests

has emerged in response to the loosening of moral and legal controls over global

consumer capitalism, and the localized effects of which have come to permeate

conceptions of urban violence more generally and the growth of “organized crime” in Rio

more particularly:

Good and Evil have become a post-modern preoccupation.  It’s no longer
only a matter of criminals or bad elements identified with disorder or a
lack of social control, but of the incarnation of diabolical entities that
threaten the kingdom of God (Zaluar 1994: 241).

While the connections she draws between the reemergence of the attribution of “evil”, the

rise of organized crime, and the hegemony of consumer capitalism in Brazil are

perceptive, her conclusions are far less satisfying:  basically, she attributes the rise of

“evil” and “crime” alike to the failure to institute strong legal and moral controls over the

emergent market economy. In so doing, her analysis become tinged with much the same

moralistic framework that she attributes to her subjects, even as she purports to rise above

their limited view through the wealth of facts and statistics at her command.  Her own

moralism surfaces not only in her discussions of the relation between the propagation of
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such resurgent images of evil and the youth-culture’s “hedonistic” pursuit of pleasure

above all other human preoccupations,51 but in the examples to which she points to

indicate that there may still be “hope”, such as that of a former “bandit” who becomes a

born again Christian, reworking the acronym for the vast criminal organization for which

he had previously worked, “CV”, the Comando Vermelho [Red Command], to

thenceforth stand for Cristo Vence – “Christ Wins”, and dedicating himself to converting

– instead of “killing” – other bandits!52  Now, to adopt a preacherly tone of my own,

should not those of us seeking to interpret such phenomena “resist the temptation” to

offer neat solutions and authoritative explanations, which all-too-often serve more to

provide a reassuring frame from which to look down at others than to implicate our own

views in the very messiness of such matters?

In any case, it so happens that the videogame and film, Mortal Kombat  adopts

much the same moral framework – but at least it does so in a way that can hardly be

taken seriously.  In that film – yes, I admit to seeing part of it on cable, but only as a

“research-related” matter, of course – the “bad guys” come from an alternate world, ruled

over by a figure combining clearly diabolical traits with those of the stereotypical Asian

villain of kung-fu films.  Moreover, his minions, the more powerful of whom can both

shift form and teleport themselves at will, thereby passing unnoticed when they want and

showing up when least expected, are intent on invading “our” world, either taking it over

                                                  
51 Indeed, on the same page quoted from above, she states: “Games, drugs, and diversion turned into the
most important objective in the life of many sectors of the population, especially the younger ones” (Zaluar
1994: 141).
52 In this regard, Zaluar first recounts how that informant made a “pact with the devil” to protect him from
bullets and keep him “invisible” to the police, which he “confirmed” at a terreiro – a name of Afro-
Brazilian religious spaces(Zaluar 1994: 246); she then uses his sordid story – involving rape, torture, and
murder – to illustrate what she argues is an increasingly common phenomenon on the part of violent
“criminals” identifying with the very evil they are seen as personifying; then, by way of conclusion to her
article, she first states “But not everything is lost” (ibid: 253), and proceeds to return to that case-story,
praising how that individual subsequently became a born-again Christian; nowhere in her discussion does
she address the racial subtext of this “conversion”, or offer examples of other possible ways of combating
the association between evil and violence than that of simply “switching sides” – even though she had
earlier quite cogently identified the mutually constitutive relation between good and evil, and thus the
futility of pretending to “choose” one over the other.
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or destroying it, and they take immense pleasure in doing so.  And the only ones standing

between these kung-fu-fighting devils and their diabolical objective are the goody-two-

shoes followers of an indeed Celestial figure dressed all in white, with long, silver hair,

square jaw-line, and deep masculine voice (slightly muddled by the still-present trace of a

French accent) played by Christophe Lambert.  Recalling that film in the post-November

11th present, the representation of the forces of Evil in that film seems uncannily close not

only to the local media’s representation of the criminal underworld of drug-traffickers in

Rio, but also to that of the judicially appointed president of the United States in ranting

about the “axis of evil”.  After all, Bush has appointed himself as the godlike defender of

the (not-so) “new world order” against those evil forces:  and those forces, in turn, are led

by a diabolical figure whose terrorist-minions can pass unnoticed, and appear suddenly at

any place or any time, wreaking immeasurable havoc; all that is missing is the kung-fu, in

the one case, and the turbans in the other, it would seem.

But to return to the more localized matter of violence in Rio, even while

continuing to foreground the matter of its framing, I am reminded of the remarks of a

local sociologist (Misse 1995) on the “phantasmagoric” nature of violence as perceived

by wealthier residents of the city of Rio.  It involves a comment made to him by a

businessman owning an apartment in a high-rise residential building in the neighborhood

of São Conrado, with one window facing the sea, and the other, the largest so-called

favela in Brazil: “My family and I, and our neighbors, feel surrounded by misery, by

poverty, by revolt.  The sensation is that, at any moment, they will descend the hill, with

weapons, and invade everything” (quoted in Misse 1995: 83).  This scholar’s efforts to

play the “devil’s advocate” to this view, sociologically countering its underlying

prejudices, were treated by the businessman as akin to the absurd position of a

“progressive priest that does not believe in Satan” (ibid).  Reflecting subsequently on the

businessman’s view, this scholar remarks how, even while framed above and apart from

that which he was addressing – a distance doubled over in the fear pervading this view –
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this businessman inadvertently identifies a point of commonality with the views the

residents of those very “favelas”, according to “ground-level” ethnographic studies

carried out in such communities (Caldeira 1984; Zaluar 1985)  – the notion that, more

than anything else, it is the sentiment of revolt (ibid) that leads from poverty to the crime

(Misse 1995).   Could not the shared acknowledgement of that sentiment, this sociologist

speculates (ibid), offer a means of critically refiguring the widespread “revolt” or

“revulsion” (the same term, revolta, in Portuguese) towards crime?

Still, revolta (revolt and/ revulsion) is a sentiment that is anything but easily

tracked or contained.  In this regard, another scholar of urban violence – whose studies

are focused on São Paulo – quotes one of her middle-class informants expressing yet

another source of revulsion stemming from such marginalized communities: “This is

something revolting.  If you go to any shack, either in Rio de Janeiro or here, close to the

freeways, in those favelas, you see a television antenna in every little house.  They don’t

have refrigerators, but they have television…” (quoted in Caldeira 2000: 70).  As this

scholar proceeds to remark:

The image of the television in the favela shack is a formulaic way of
signaling the irrationality and extravagance of the poor….  According to
this view, poor people should not dare to enter the world of consumer
goods and imitate the lifestyle of those who are better off, which they see
on TV.  Television best symbolizes this transgression not because of its
price – a TV costs less than a refrigerator – but because of the access it
allows… to the same symbolic universe as the wealthy; they can become
aware of the immense social inequality of a society where anyone can buy
a television on credit, but the lifestyle it displays is the province of the
elite.  On television, probably the only form of leisure poor people can still
enjoy on a daily basis, they love to watch Rambo, and they imagine that
one day he will declare war on Brazil’s ‘greedy men.’  And maybe it is not
by chance that greedy men cited as an example [by other informants] were
Roberto Marinho and Silvio Santos, the owners of the two most powerful
television networks (Caldeiras 2000: 71).
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Through this explanation of the revulsion towards the presence of TVs in favelas as in

large part motivated by the perception that the images they channel feed the sentiments of

revolt on the part of the residents of those communities, we are thus led back to how the

very frames that are put around the images of violence and revolt all-too-easily become

“contaminated” by that which they purport to contain.53

As I see it, it is in large part over against the background of both locally and

globally mediated violence, and capoeira’s own association with violence in the past, that

the ambivalence of this photograph stands out.  For, looking at film title “over the

shoulders” of the practitioners of this cultural affirmation of “black” identity, could not

the art itself be read as supplying an “inverse image”, as it were, of the racial subtext of

representations of urban violence to which that title alludes in turn?

In one of the relatively rare moments in which academic discussions of “race” and

“urban violence” in Rio (or elsewhere in Brazil) intersect, an essay comments on this

near occlusion of the matter of “race” with regard to a nationally and internationally

mediated event involving the assassination of a group of so-called meninos de rua, or

“street children”, by a church in downtown Rio, all of whom were, if not “black”, then

definitely not “white” (Gonçalves and Maggie and Gonçalves 1995: 170-172).   “What to

think,” the authors of that essay ask,

of this system of ours that blinds us to racial differences?  What to think of
these occurrences that stamp so much violence against a group that neither
sees itself nor is seen as racially different?  Are such differences, after all,
in the past?  Are we a racial democracy?  Is it a myth or a utopia? (ibid:
172)

                                                  
53 Beatrice Hanssen makes a related point with respect to the very concept of “violence”:
"Stretched beyond its former clearly demarcated boundaries, meaning ‘the use of physical force’ (a
characterization still to be found in standard dictionary definitions), violence now includes such
phenomenologically elusive categories as psychological, symbolic, structural, epistemic, hermeneutical,
and aesthetic violence” (Hanssen 2000: 9).



83

What to think, we might ask in turn, of the claim embedded within that question that this

“group…neither sees itself nor is seen as racially different”?  Should we not be asking,

rather, what to think of this mode of seeing – whether it is not rather a racially

constructed manner of “seeing” without recognizing – and conversely, of being seen

without being recognized?  And what to think of this “we”, particularly when it follows

the description and analysis of an event that to my – no doubt “foreign” – eyes, ruptures

the unquestioned pretense of such a shared identity?  Should we – or you, or they – not be

asking instead:  Whose myth and whose utopia?54

Such questions at least offer a roundabout way of highlighting the relevance of

this photograph, and thence of the art form it depicts, to the “phantasmagoria” of

violence.  If “an image cannot be seen as such without a paradoxical trick of

consciousness, an ability to see something as ‘there’ and ‘not there’ at the same time”

(Mitchell 1986: 17), then what this photograph renders indirectly visible is precisely that

dimension of the art form that does not fit the spectacular(ized) nature of the violence

with which  this art was once associated and which continues to permeate the present – a

dimension regarding which the historical images of the capoeiras are largely mute (even

though, as we shall “see” in the next part, they have so much else to say).  For here, there

are no flashy “maneuverings of heads, legs, and straight-razors” visible therein, no

announcement in the newspaper that this game would be taking place here at such-and-

such a time, and no evidence of this game having been approved by the police; only two

hands touching, eyes alert and intentions concealed, mutually expecting the

unpredictable, a momentary fold in the tissue of time, silently awaiting movement,

meaning, and musicality to be read back into them.

                                                  
54 Maria Soares Fonseca makes some closely related points in her essay, Visibilidade e ocultação da
diferença: Imagens de negro na cultura brasileira (Fonseca 2000: 89-115).
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 Thwarted dreams
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Ieeeeeeeeeeeeeeê!
Eu tive um sonho
Que na outra encarnação
Eu fui rico, muito rico
Fui até um bom patrão
Tinha minhas fazendas
E um grande canavial
Desempregado,
Dez mulheres p’ra me ajudar
Todas elas bem bonita,
De idade variada
Quando acordei
Tive uma grande decepção
Num tinha nenhuma fazenda
Não tinha nenhum tostão
O que eu tenho
O que eu fui e o que eu sou
Só tenho a graça de Deus
Dentro do meu coração
O meu dinheiro
Eu ganhei trabalhando num cafezal
P’ra comprá uma calça branca
E fazê um berimbau
Mas tudo isso
Foi um sonho passageiro
Fui tomado por ladrão
E foi levado meu dinheiro
camarada…

Ieeeeeeeeeeeeeeê!
I had a dream
That in another incarnation
I was rich, very rich
I was even a good boss
I had many farms
And a big sugar-cane plantation
No work to do
Ten women to help me
All of them quite beautiful
Of varied ages
When I woke up
I had a great disappointment
I didn’t have any farms
Not even a nickel
All that I have
What I was and what I am
I only have the grace of God
Inside my heart
My money
I won working at a coffee plantation
To buy a pair of white pants
And make a berimbau
But all of this
Was only a passing dream
I was mistaken for a thief
And my money was taken
My friend…

The words above comprise the lyrics of one of many possible songs, or ladainhas,

that are sung either at the beginning of a roda, or to reinitiate a roda already started that

has been interrupted for some reason. While the art of capoeira is only indirectly

referenced here through its expression of the desire for a pair of white pants (to play with)

and a berimbau, songs such as these offer yet another partial opening onto the art form’s

relevance to the world beyond its bounds – one that once again obfuscates clearly
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stipulated boundaries between reality and dream no less than the inside and the outside of

the art form.

The term ladainha may be used in “everyday” speech – whatever that may be—to

refer to the tiresome, predictable nature of a story one has heard or is being told, as in the

phrase, Aquela mesma ladainha de sempre! --  “It’s the same old story!”  When sung to

initiate a Capoeira roda, however, the ladainha is capable of inducing something close to

the opposite effect, displacing the activity at hand from the realm of routine into a

ritualized space set apart from that realm. The Ieeeeeeeeeeeeeeê! cried out to announce

the beginning of this or any other ladainha performatively interrupts the “everydayness”

of things.  More than a conventionalized sign indicating the roda has begun, this loud,

drawn out, and guttural cry drives a wedge into the perceived continuum of everyday

existence, seeking to thereby awaken those listening from their habitual slumber, such

that they may focus their energies on the out-of-the-ordinary activity about to take place.

That cry forcefully inaugurates both the space of the roda within which the game takes

place, and the temporal flow of movement and affect that animates it.

The words that follow this initial cry likewise announce the arrival of the extra-

ordinary through forming verbal images of other times and places – images which are

amplified in turn by the non-verbal, rhythmic banter of the berimbaus and other

percussive instruments that accompany the singing of those words.  Affective resonances

between the musically enhanced poetry of the words and the varied images of the world

depicted similarly contribute towards wrenching those listening from their habitual

preoccupations, displacing them towards other margins of awareness.  The compellingly

sung and rhythmically enhanced ladainha is thus capable of momentarily breaching the

gap separating the past from the present, inducing a painful awareness of a history of

suffering and revolt still waiting to be collectively listened to, let alone redeemed.

Just as the singing of the ladainha institutes a “break” between “everyday”

reality and the reality of the roda that it initiates, the lyrics of this ladainha destabilizes
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any neat distinction between fantasy and actuality, in large part through disclosing just

how nightmarish the “everyday” can be.  The song begins with a dream not so unlike the

images of the lifestyles of idleness and wealth that are pumped into the living rooms of

favela residents – indeed, it extends that image well beyond the relative leisure portrayed

as pertaining to the head-of-the-household of your average sit-com or telenovela.

As I re-read it now, it evokes the image of lying in a hammock on the balcony

of a mansion up on a hill, overlooking the numerous farms and vast sugar plantation that

are the source of your wealth – perhaps getting rocked back and forth by one of the many

women at your service (servants? slaves? wives?), as you gaze out distractedly over the

landscape to which your dream of masculine power lays claim; there is no mention of any

secretly harbored fear that those working for you in the farms and plantations below

might at any moment come charging up the hill, with weapons in hand, in revolt against

your wealth – but after all, in this dream you are a good boss, so why should they?  For in

this dream, as opposed to that of the apartment-dweller looking out his window at the

hillside favela, you are surrounded by willing workers (those out in the field, and those

beckoning to your call at home) rather than by an anonymous mass living in what you

can only see as misery.  But not so unlike the fear of revolt that interrupts that apartment

dweller’s dream of tranquility, the bubble of your own fantasy is suddenly burst, as you

find yourself in actuality to be poor, alone, and working hard.  Even then, you are able to

“get by” by holding onto the far more mundane dream of making just enough extra

money to allow one to buy pants and a berimbau to play capoeira—only to be rudely

woken up from even that ever-so-modest of dreams in turn, when you are not only

accused of being a thief, but robbed yourself, perhaps by the very police accusing you.

The song thus evokes a circle of disillusionment and revolt within which only a

fleeting sense of what you are, fleeting memories of what you were, and an inner

conviction in God’s grace, remain after all else has been taken.  Only, unlike the

imagined subject of that song, as the player singing it or listening to it at a roda, you will
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at least get to take your turn in the series of games that follow its singing.  At the same

time that you thereby fulfill the ever-so-modest dream denied therein, the sentiment of

revolt just voiced continues to reverberate in the memory of those involved in the

interplay of dancing and fighting and call-and-response singing that follows in the wake

of the ladainha, thereby preventing that collectively enacted rupturing of the

“everydayness” of things from settling into yet another fantasy of escape.
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Etymological roots and tropological undergrowth

The etymological roots of the name capoeira are thoroughly entangled not only

with the history of the art form, but also with the beliefs held by many practitioners

regarding the origins of the art.  Historians of capoeira have by-and-large held to their

discipline’s widely held dream (also a disciplinary dream) of weeding out the “fictive”

(because unsubstantiated) dimensions of (our beliefs regarding) the past, holding onto

only documented “facts”, which can then be woven back together in the form of an

orderly narrative – a narrative no longer taken to be fictional because it is construed as

added onto the already constituted “facts” of the past.  Whereas, once factuality is

recognized as “a matter of descriptive protocols used to transform events into facts”

(White 1999: 18), and the historical use of narrative form is recognized as arising in large

part “out of a desire to have real events display the coherence, integrity, fullness, and

closure of an image of life that is and can only be imaginary” (White 1987: 24), then

clear-cut distinctions between the “truths” of historians and the “beliefs” of practitioners

become untenable.55  Far from dispensing with concerns over factuality and narrative

altogether, such a perspective calls attention to the “the logic of figuration itself, which its

to say, tropology” (ibid),56 present in both practitioners’ and historians’ accounts of the

origins of capoeira, even if it operates somewhat differently in each case.  Here, rather

than attempt to stipulate what those logics are – which would involve extracting my own

discourse from such figurations – let me venture into a terrain lodged precariously

                                                  
55 This is no way to argue that serious historical research is pointless, or that widely held beliefs should not
be subject to questioning and revisioning, however; it is rather to suggest that such matters should be
carried out in a way that foregrounds the complex imbrication of power and truth.
56 Hayden White considers this logic of figuration to preside “over the transition from the level of fact or
event in the discourse to that of narrative” (White 1987: 47).  Elsewhere, he fleshes out what he means by
the term tropology:  “Tropology centers attention on the turns in a discourse:  turns from one level of
generalization to another, from one phase of a sequence to another, from a description to an analysis or the
reverse, from a figure to a ground or from an event to its context, from the conventions of one genre to
those of another within a single discourse, and so on” (White 1999: 10).  I cannot help but hear a certain
resonance between the tropological turns of discourse and the sensate turns and twists of capoeira – both
between bodies, and between those bodies and the lyrics of the music sung to accompany such movement –
a link facilitated in turn through the rhythms of the music itself; turns upon turns upon turns.
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between these realms – the undergrowth of myth, history, and etymology surrounding the

origins of the word capoeira.

Let us then venture into this “hermeneutic swamp” (Taussig 1987: 130) of

capoeira’s origins.  Instead of shying away from its treacherously soft earth and boggy

waters, unceasing shade, and ever-shifting shadows, let us relish the intertwined roots of

word and referent, treating such entangled tales of origin as evidence of the highly fertile

nature of the ground beneath – ground hidden away, protected, and enriched by the very

brambles and bogs of unresolved meanings that others treat as mere impediments to the

pursuit of historical and/or etymological “facts”.  For rather than treat history as a stable

ground beneath the unstable play of language, here the unsure origins of the term

capoeira  prepare the ground for a different conception of history as always shifting and

never quite predictable – a matter to be explored in the ensemble of sections following

this introductory constellation.

* * *

A standard Portuguese-English dictionary juxtaposes various possible sources in a

sufficiently succinct  manner to serve as a convenient starting point:

Capoeira (f.) large cage or coop for domestic fowls or animals; hencoop; cut-
over land; land covered by second growth; (Zool.) the capueira partridge
(Odontophorus capueira); a system of bodily assault practiced by ruffians in
Brazil; (m.) a ruffian adept in this method of fighting; a highwayman, bandit.

Needless to say, the most eye-catching aspect of this definition is that it does not make

any mention of capoeira referring to a form of dance, play, art or even sport; indeed, its

only overt connection to bodily movement is as a

“system of bodily assault.”  It turns out that this is not merely a problem of translation,

however, as the standard Portuguese dictionary offers a similar set of meanings, only
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slightly more elaborated in its latter definition of capoeira as “an athletic game in which

the individual, armed with a straight-razor or knife, and with fast movements and

characteristic gestures, practices criminal acts”.   But it is to the other definitions given

that we must turn in pursuing the origins of the name for this cultural practice, “criminal”

or otherwise.

A Brazilian dictionary of the Portuguese language written in 1889 – a year

marking at once the birth of a Republic in Brazil and the near “death” of capoeira, as we

shall see in the ensemble of sections following this one – traces the word capoeira to the

scientific term for a “small partridge that flies low to the ground with short legs, a full

body, streaked with dark red, and short tail that inhabits all types of woods” (M. Soares

1889 in L. Soares 1994).  The dictionary states that hunters of such fowl and the handlers

of those caught became known for imitating their peculiar calls, mostly around dawn and

dusk.  More like a “tremulous and continuous whistle” (ibid) than the sing-song of other

birds, that sound was first imitated by hunters for the purpose of deceiving the birds,

luring them out of the bushes in which they hid; apparently, shepherds later appropriated

the sound to wake the animals in their care and send them to sleep at night.  Once it had

thus migrated into a more urbanized realm, the whistle-like sound would eventually come

be imitated also by urban slaves, children, and “vagrants” hanging around on the streets.

To imitate the bird’s singular way of singing itself became referred to as tocar capoeira –

to “play”, in a musical sense, the sound of the bird; once this sound became a

commonplace part of the auditory culture of the street, it would only have been a matter

of time before the term for the sound which frequenters of that milieu used to call each-

other with was used to identify those transient beings themselves.  The author of this

dictionary claims that the use of this term gradually spread to

the street-urchin that makes the sounds of the capoeira; kids from the country,
where they pass hooting, vagrants that pass their lives sleeping and playing, and
amuse themselves making the sounds of the capoeira; the slave from the city, the
vagrant, the hustler, those who don’t leave the street, those that are accustomed to
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prankishness, also roaming domesticated animals in the same conditions... (M.
Soares 1889 in L. Soares 1994: 16).

Already, with no direct connection yet established as to how the art of bodily

movement known as capoeira acquired its name, this account of the aleatory process

through which this sound of the “bush” was eventually displaced into an urban context is

suggestive of how the art form itself would come to be associated with the more general

problem of “vagrancy” in the emergent metropolises of Brazil. Here, the multiple

metonymic displacements involved in this tale echo a more widespread metaphorical

jump in significance: namely, that between the wild undergrowth of the forests in which

such initially undomesticated birds lived, and the no-less uncultivated but in this case

urban ‘undergrowth” of an otherwise “civilized” society.  As the historian quoting this

dictionary remarks, “one of the more common practices of slaves imprisoned as capoeiras

was the use of the whistle, a possible means of alerting others of the presence of

enemies” (L. Soares 1994: 18).  Thus, even if the capoeiras did not take the name of the

art they practiced from these partridges, at least the form of whistling they adopted may

have been taken from such fowl.

Still, as noted above in the dictionary definition with which we started, capoeira

also refers to “a large cage or coop for domestic fowls or animals” (see above). These

cages offered a means of transporting a somewhat more tangible substance from the

wilderness into the city than that of a whistle – namely, the partridges themselves.  They

were also commonly used to transport domesticated fowl, such as roosters, or capãos,

and whatever other animals happened to be in demand.  Adolfo Morales de Los Rios

Filho, in his seminal work, O Rio de Janeiro Imperial (1946), went to great length to

argue that such cages might well offer the missing link as to how that particular name

became attached to the art – or, more accurately, a series of links leading from these

cages to those notorious social figures that came to be called capoeiras.  More than offer

a particular etymology of capoeira, he offers an elaborate explanation of how those who
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were to become known as capoeiras took their name from the bird-cages carried by

enslaved Africans and their descendents:

The city was infested with disorderers named capoeiras.  Primitively, capoeiro
was the name of the large cages/baskets, to be used for the transporting of birds,
closed at their upper end by a kind of dome made of interlaced vines.  By
extension, men of the capoeiros were their respective carriers; the slaves who
transported these cages on their heads.  In little time, the denomination of
capoeiros extended to all the carriers of these sorts of baskets, including the
workers on the docks of the ports, since they also used baskets to transport any
number of products.  In moments of leisure, these black dockworkers – extremely
agile, gesticulating, and noisy – sought to demonstrate to one-another abilities
superior to those exhibited during work hours, including other steps, faces, games,
jests, and rude greetings.  Those targeted by such blows would respond with
attitudes and positions that placed them safe from tripping and comic situations.
And thus, from the simulation of a playful fight to real confrontations, it was only
a step:  inadvertently, a genuinely national school of fighting was created,
involving agility and personal defense.  Born in the old Peaçaba – at the foot of
the hill of Castelo – by the cove for sailboats that existed there, the game named
after the capoeiros degenerated into capoeira, and therefore into capoeiragem –
exercise, fight, defense-form of the capoeiras – and it grew amidst the beaches,
piers, wharfs, markets and waterfront warehouses.  From these places, it spread
out into the alleys, cross-streets, and plazas near to the sea... (Rios Filho 1946: 51-
52).

The particular tale of capoeira’s origins traced by this author thus places it at the

center of what was then the capital  of imperial Brazil.  His “naturalist approach towards

locating capoeira’s birthplace is particularly as what he has to say about them – an

approach which involves seeking out the “habitat” of the capoeiras as would be done for

any “zoological species” (Rios Filho 1926; quoted in L. Soares 2002: 165).  Indeed, this

naturalist frame is clearly visible in the overall chapter in which the section on the

capoeiras is included, which offers an overview of the weather patterns, flora, fauna, and

population of that unique tropical realm that would evolve into the “modern” city of Rio

de Janeiro.  In thus locating the capoeiras at the social and symbolic center of the nascent
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nation, this particular tale of origins exemplifies the ambivalence at the heart of the larger

tale of the origins of national identity.

On the one hand, it can be read as a biblical story of the Fall of capoeira:  its

“degeneration” from an innocent game invented by slaves played during their moments

of leisure to a practice associated with an “infestation” of “disorderers”.  Although the

term “degeneration” is used only in passing here, its use is nonetheless charged with

meaning, given the central place it would have in overtly racialized conceptions of

history, culture, and national destiny in Brazil shortly prior to the turn of the nineteenth-

and well into the twentieth-century:

Degeneration, though never far from color in Brazil, was more than color.  It was
a psychiatry of character, a science of identity, and a social psychology.  As in
Europe, it became an argument that national decline should be understood through
the metaphor of progressive hereditary illness in a body, that the nation was a sick
man (Borges 1993: 235).

Theories of racial degeneration would play a crucial role in negotiating the passage from

a slave-based economy to one based on a “free” labor force, as well as the political

transition from monarchic “subjects” to the “citizens” of a Republic only a year after

abolition was declared (see L. Schwartz 1993).  Here, fed by such theories, the so-called

“black problem” – in other words, white elites’ fear-ridden concerns over what to do

regarding the millions of formerly enslaved Africans and their descendents given the

impending demise of a social system based on slavery – would come to be perceived as

one of the foremost impediments to the “well-being” of the nation in its pursuit of

progress.  While the image of “blacks” as naturally prone to buffoonery was soothing to

the “white” mind so long as they were slaves, once their eventual inclusion in the social

body of the nation became an issue, their “uncivilized” nature would take on more

somber tones.  In such a context, the capoeiras’ highly visible presence at the symbolic

center of the nation turned them into a manifest sign of the threat the “natural inferiority”

of Brazil’s predominantly black population presented to the dream of national “progress”
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– a dream based around the presumed superiority of ‘white’/European blood (see

Azevedo 1987).

On the other hand, not unlike the biblical story of the Fall, whose theme of

degeneration through sin may be reworked to indicate the path towards redemption in the

eyes of the Lord through renouncing that sin and accepting Him as savior (the present-

day resurgence of evangelical Christianity in Brazil being a case in point), the story of

capoeira’s degeneration would eventually be reworked into narratives of national

regeneration in Brazil.  If the language Rios Filho uses to describes how capoeira spread

from its place of origins, first to other sea-side locations, and then throughout the alleys

and side-streets of the city, resonates with the metaphors of contagion present in

medicalized visions of capoeira as a social infirmity in need of eradication, it at the same

time expresses a desire to naturalize capoeira with respect to its place of origin. Here,

capoeira is “inadvertently” created by these black slaves, as a result of their “natural”

agility and love of buffoonery, and just as “naturally” spread throughout the city.  After

all, in labeling capoeira “a genuinely national school of fighting”, it is clear that the

author did not have a purely negative view of this practice.

Indeed, some twenty years prior to the publishing of the from which the above

passage was taken, this same author would publish a series of articles in sport journals

intent on legitimating capoeira as a national sport.  Moreover, it so happens that at the

very time in which this book was published, in 1946, a newly “sanitized” version of

capoeira was just starting to spread out from a similarly centered space at the very time of

his writing this naturalist “epic” (of sorts) of the city of Rio.  Only in this case, the spatial

“epicenter” of this now harmless “cultural” contagion was displaced from the city of Rio

to the northeastern state of Bahia, even as the cage of “race/criminality”  within which the

capoeiras were formerly contained was now replaced by the (certainly more airy) cage of

“culture/sport” – but that is another story, also to be fleshed out later.
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Tying back this particular tale of origins to the earlier one associating capoeira

with vagrants who made whistling noises that were an imitiation of a variety of wild

partridge going by the name capueira, my attention is caught by the manner in which this

tale offers a similar set of displacements – in this case, from “social disorderers” known

as capoeiras to slaves carrying goods around on their heads, to those holding cages going

by this name, to the cages themselves. Here, it is particularly telling that both the

partridges, and the capoeiras themselves are linked to the woods or undergrowth beyond

slave plantation and city alike; indeed, in the case of the capoeira cages, this was the case

not only with respect to the weeds used to make the cages, but also with the etymological

roots of the word, “material that comes from the woods”.  Read in conjunction, the

multiple metonymic jumps involved in these tales – shifts in meaning based largely on

relations of ‘contiguity’ – echoes a more widespread metaphorical association– a jump in

significance based on imputed ‘resemblance’. This metaphor would seem to bypass the

intermediary chain of terms, leaping straight from the wild undergrowth of the forests to

the no-less uncultivated but in this case urban  “undergrowth” made up of vagrants,

hustlers, slaves and former slaves populating the streets of this otherwise “civilized”

capital.  Together, then, this set of tales of origins would come to be read as a tale of

capoeira’s emergence from the   “undergrowth” of the nation – a tale that not only

naturalizes capoeira as Brazilian, but provides a justification for the subsequent

“cultivation” of this originally “rude” art practiced by slaves and ruffians into a truly

disciplined national  sport.

* * *

Or, at least, such a metaphoric leap of the term into the undergrowth of the urban

milieu also offers a convenient means to connect – and thereby contrast – this set of tales

of origins to another such set of (more than merely) tales intertwining origins and
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etymology, also referred to in the dictionary definition quoted at the beginning of this

section – “land covered by second growth”.  In fact, the same dictionary dating back to

1889 that identified the capoeira partridge as a possible origin for the art form’s name

also elaborates on this latter possible derivation:

It may be that capoeira [as a term for] people came from Capueira mato [woods,
brush, undergrowth].  Regarding the “black” [man] that ran away, one used to say
and still does, “[he] went to the capueira, he fell into the capueira, he put himself
in the midst of the capueira”.  And one said this not only of the “negro”, but also
of the recruit or deserter of the Army and the Navy, who were seeking to escape
from the police authorities.  And one says this also of cattle that runs off into the
country.  Would a capoeira not be synonymous with “escaped negro”, “runaway
slave”, “maroon”? To defend themselves, they had to attack, and at times they
simulated more meanness than they actually contained. “Escaped negro, runaway
slave, maroon” are still today synonyms of cut-throats, assassins, and at the same
time, lively, sly, quick, fast-footed, dexterous in keeping from being caught.
Capoeiras in short (M. Soares 1889; as quoted in L. Soares 1994: 18).

A popular oral history (or “myth” for its detractors) still circulated among practitioners of

the art today has it that it was these enslaved Africans’ proficiency in capoeira – or at

least the African fighting forms from which capoeira descended – that facilitated their

escapes, allowing them to at least temporarily overcome their armed overseers, and

thereby evade recapture through jumping into the undergrowth surrounding slave

plantations, and passing out of reach of their former masters and their overseers therein.

Once such formerly enslaved Africans (or their descendents) felt safe enough to avoid

detection, they would make clearings in which to construct homes and conduct

agricultural activities; such clearings, themselves populated by escaped slaves, would

become known as quilombos.

Another variant circulated among the practitioners with whom I practiced has it

that capoeira was created within these very communities.  After all, they were one of the

few available meeting places for peoples of African descent beyond the gaze of their

overseers – besides the furtive meetings of enslaved Africans in the senzala, or “slave



98

quarters”, in which they were forced to live.  With the possible exception of the senzalas,

the quilombos thus served as one of the few realms in which “African” cultural forms

could be recreated in Brazil in a relatively autonomous mannter.  As these hidden

communities brought together enslaved Africans and their descendents from many parts

of Africa – as well as many parts of Brazil – such cultural forms took shape not so much

through the direct recreation of those cultural forms which enslaved Africans had brought

with them from their continent of origin, as through the amalgamation of cultural

elements taken from the various ethnic groups that had been displaced from that

continent through the traffic in slaves – as well as borrowed elements from the

indigenous cultures which they encountered, such as agricultural techniques that helped

them survive in those harshly verdant realms.

Yet another version of the indigenous origins of capoeira’s name also connects

the practice to such quilombos, from an interestingly altered angle.  A mestre of the

“Angola” style of Capoeira interviewed in a documentary on the art form claims that

capoeira got its name from an indigenous term for an agricultural technique, which

consisted n cutting down an area of brush amidst a forest, and leaving it untouched for

some time before planting.  It was in this same space that slaves would come to practice

the ritual dances and/or martial art moves that would later become known as capoeira, for

the following reason:

Now, there has always been a difficulty on the part of the colonizer, the plantation
masters, in understanding the language of the colonized peoples, in this case that
of the Africans.  So they would call the practice which the slaves were doing by
the name that the physical space had, capueira (Mestre Moraes, in film,
Capoeiragem na Bahia).

Here a master of the “traditional” style of the art form considers the name of Capoeira as

an unintentional metonymic displacement resulting from colonizers’ characteristic

misunderstanding of the languages used by colonized others, both African and

“indigenous” in origin.  Anyone familiar with the particular mestre giving this account –
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who has long been an outspoken proponent of capoeira’s African origins and its role in

stimulating black consciousness in Brazil – might be puzzled by the fact that his tale links

the name to a European misunderstanding regarding an indigenous term – hardly an ideal

example of  Africanity, one might surmise, particularly given the existence of other

equally valid etymological accounts which do link the term to African root-words, as we

shall address shortly (and as I have heard this same mestre address do on other

occasions).  At least in that interview, this mestre does not address why the ranks of the

colonized – enslaved Africans, principally – would subsequently adopt such a

misunderstanding as the actual name of their art form. I would suggest, however, that

regardless of whether this particular etymology is “accurate” or not, it powerfully

exemplifies a different sort of truth-speaking with respect to the ambivalence of the

colonial history amidst which capoeira emerged, and out of which the art would come to

embody an overtly politicized perspective towards both colonial and post-colonial forms

of domination.  Let me elaborate on this point, then, through some further speculations.

 It is hard to say when it is that such an adoption would have taken place, first of

all because no one has yet discovered a written record of capoeira prior to the nineteenth

century, and second, because when such documents did appear, they were

characteristically written either by police or government officials, or foreign travelers;

even though many of the police no doubt did come from the ranks of the colonized, their

social function largely prohibited them from ‘viewing’ the world from that perspective –

at least in the official documents in which they wrote about such matters as the rising

social problem of disorderly capoeiras terrorizing respectable citizens.  Expanding on

such a stipulated scenario, then, the term capoeira may have been adopted en masse by

the ranks of the colonized only at this later date, as a result of that cultural practice being

widely named and disseminated as such in police reports and the popular press alike.

Still, whether the colonizers’ mistake in translation were accepted only at this later

moment, or, say, by still-enslaved Africans after hearing it referred to as such by their



100

masters, the use of this term by the colonized need not be regarded merely as a sign of

their passivity, or what amounts to the same, the unmitigated power of the colonizers to

impose (even) their (mis)understandings upon those over whose lives they claimed

possession.  As H. Bhabha (1994) goes to great lengths to argue throughout his varied

work on colonialist (and post-colonialist) discourse, such politicized acts of cultural

(mis)translation are necessarily ambivalent in nature, and may in many cases even create

contingent spaces for subverting the colonial gaze.  Indeed, in this case, the very

“mistake” of associating the name for a secluded “clearing in the forest” with the cultural

practice that came to be known as capoeira conveys the ability to thwart that gaze

extraordinarily well – particularly as such out-of-the-way spaces were initially used by

indigenous peoples—a group that was never productively “colonized” in Brazil, although

they were all-too-efficiently exterminated – and subsequently appropriated by enslaved

Africans joining together to reenact, recombine, and/or reinvent the rituals of their varied

homelands in relative seclusion.

* * *

While this excursion into possible origins/etymologies of capoeira is far from

exhaustive, I hope it at least manages to convey the thoroughly entangled nature thereof,

and contributes towards reestablishing its meaning in that flux-filled space “at the limit of

words and things” (Foucault 1977; see above).  Still, let me leave off by pointing to a

couple of other possible etymologies, which are suggestive of paths already traced in

seemingly opposite directions, yet combine elements in such a way as to thwart neatly

posed linear oppositions.  First, let me point to that of a scholar who once again

associates capoeira with cocks, yet does so not through a language indigenous to Brazil

or through metonymic displacements from the (rural) country into the country’s capital
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city, but through appeal to a language based in the general region of Africa to which the

full name of the traditional style, capoeira Angola, likewise points:

Kongo scholar K. Kia Bunseki Fu-Kiau thinks that capoeira is really a
deformation of the kikongo word Kipura/kipula. According to Fu-Kiau “Both
pura and pula means to flutter, to flit from place to place; to struggle, to fight, to
flog. Both terms are used to describe roosters’ movements in a fight:  their back
and forth, up and down as well as turning around moves. Kipura, in the kongo
cultural context, is ... an individual whose techniques of fight or struggle are
based or developed on the ground of rooster fighting techniques (I.C.A.F. booklet;
1998).

This interpretive pathway reiterates capoeira’s connection to roosters and their kin, yet in

displacing that connection to an African language, also indirectly reiterates its connection

to the quilombos, where the fighting techniques inspired by these birds were likely

practiced and disseminated amongst other people of African descent in Brazil.  It may

well have intermixed there with various other rituals of West African origins that involve

at least the simulation of fighting: the “dance of the zebras” known as n’golo, a puberty

rite taking place during the mufico festivals in the Mocupe and Mulondo regions of

southern Angola; a fighting form known as bássula among fishers in the region of

Luanda; and umudinhu, another ritualized fight practiced by the quilengues people in

another region of Angola (L. Soares 1994: 24).  Yet another possible derivation of

capoeira links it to the Umbundu term kapwila meaning “hitting, slapping, smacking”

(Lopes 2003: 75); this further strengthens (as one “strengthens” a rope by adding more

threads to it) its association with West African ritualized fighting forms and associated

terminology.

 This chain of associations linking it to such fighting techniques also points to one

possible path by which capoeira became associated with the last definition given by the

dictionary above—“a system of bodily assault practiced by ruffians in Brazil. . . a

highwayman, bandit.”  While this definition would seem to move away from etymology

into history, it too, indirectly points to one other possible path along which the art form
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might have acquired its name: that of the Caminho de Capueruçu – an older and lesser-

known name for a well-trodden path that the Portuguese came to refer to as Engenho

Pequeno – which led from the old downtown area of Rio de Janeiro to the massive sugar

plantations on the outskirts of the erstwhile capital.  As such, it would have been a

principle site both for enslaved Africans to escape into the woods, and for “outlaws”

(whether former slaves or otherwise) to assault those who took this path for their money

or other goods.  Here, as one walks down that path, one might pause to ponder the origins

of its name in turn – what was it named after? – but I prefer to move on, cautiously

looking around, hoping to avoid the snare of circular reason in which one might well be

caught if it were discovered that it took its name from, say, a certain kind of partridge

found in the surrounding woods, or the thick undergrowth on either side, or the cages

made from a plant found in those woods to carry captured cocks to the downtown

markets to sell, or a game imitating roosters that the enslaved Africans carrying those

cages would engage in while taking a rest on the way between the country and the city. . .
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A path towards a clearing?

I cannot think about black people without the image of the forest being conjured
up in me like an obsession.  When I think of the forest, I mean the sum total of the
contradictory, confused sensations it leaves in tangible memory and which the
popular language expresses.  Don’t we speak of ‘plunging into the forest,’ don’t
we talk about its depths, as we would about the depths of a mine or an ocean, and
yet it has neither a surface nor a skin, but an edge, a border.  Language, by
confusing the part with the whole, often evokes the heart of the forest, doubtless
suggesting the meaning of ‘heart of the tree’, of a centre.  But the point is that the
forest does not have a centre; it is everywhere and nowhere (Mabille 1996: 243-
244).

“Thought is like a path, says Heidegger, a way into and through the world, a

movement toward a clearing” (Jackson 1989: 1), a path within a forest (ibid: 18).  But if I

aim likewise to pursue connections between thought and movement, the objective in

doing so is certainly not to arrive at a clearing – either an “open place” amidst which the

poet/philosopher might think the “unthought” that surrounds, precedes, or transcends the

“beingness” of things and thought alike (see Taylor 1987: 47-53), or the purportedly

shared clearing afforded by the “embodiedness” of the world as the “common ground

where self and other are one” (Jackson 1989: 135).  Here, the effort is rather to feel out

things and relations between things in a way that, on the one hand, prevents those things

from freezing into an “object” or “system”, and on the other, prevents thought from

ceding to habit57 – from becoming overly predictable – while at the same time rejecting

the facile cult of the “new”, the dogma of “progress”, the vertigo of “invention”

disconnected from the broadly ethical and political objective of “freeing things up”.   If

such a mobile practice of thinking proceeds more through figures than through concepts,

it is not to arrive at the “unthought” that reason alone fails to grasp, or the “body” as the

                                                  
57 As Claire Parnet writes with regard to Gilles Deleuze:  “In everything you have ever written there is the
theme of thought which would impede thinking, which would impede the exercise of thought” (Deleuze
and Parnet 1987: 23), only in this case it is a mode of thought that thinks “in things, among things – this is
producing a rhizome and not a root, producing the line and not the point” (ibid: 26).
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existential “ground” of culture (see Csordas 1994) – or, we might add, the disciplinary

ground of the “paradigm” of embodiment – but so as to interrupt the tendency for thought

to capture what it thinks.    Here, it is a matter of continually rupturing forms so as to

facilitate flow – a fairly concise approximation of the aesthetic of movement in capoeira

Angola, it so happens, to be fleshed out later – such that thought may move on, making

other connections, only to return to previously traced images and connections at a later

moment from an altered angle of approach.58  As such, it coincides with what Claire

Parnet writes in conversation with Gilles Deleuze’s figure of the rhizome:

You love the grass rather than the trees and the forest.  You do not say that we are
not yet thinking, and that there is a future of thought which plunges into the
immemorial past, and that, between the two, everything would be “hidden from
view”.  Future and past don’t have much meaning, what counts is the present-
becoming:  geography and not history, the middle and not the beginning or the
end, grass which is in the middle and which grows from the middle, and not trees
which have a top and roots.  Always the grass between the paving stones (Deleuze
and Parnet 1987: 23).

But even if, in following such a revised trajectory, the forest through which I walk

is neither the principle object of my concerns nor the principle inspiration for my

thoughts, this does not mean that I fail to note the clearings within that forest through or

around which I pass, or alternate manners in which history and culture alike are pursued

by many of those taking up residence in those clearings and staking out territories

thereby.  In this regard, a pamphlet passed out a conference on capoeira Angola taking

place in Washington, D.C., hosted by the overall organization to which I belong(ed),

comments on the overall theme of the conference – that of the organization taking the

form of a quilombo, or community of formerly enslaved Africans and their descendents:

We are growing as a people and a community.  Every day we are learning to
resolve our problems and to overcome new challenges just as other quilombos in

                                                  
58 "Always follow the rhizome by rupture; lengthen, prolong, and relay the line of flight; make it vary, until
you have produced the most abstract and tortuous of lines of n dimensions and broken directions.
Conjugate deterritorialized flows” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 11).
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the past.  We are becoming stronger and learning how to survive our difficulties
without losing faith and identity as descendants of the African diaspora and
Capoeiristas.  Palmares was no different.  Like Palmares, we are learning to live
with diversity.  Included are people of different origins, religions, and classes,
however we can see unity in our diversity.  As Quilombolas and Capoeiristas
Angoleiro, we believe this world can be better.  We want to change ourselves and
others because by changing, it is our belief we can help make this a better
world…. The quilombo teaches us the African system in its totality, and if well
planned can be adapted successfully in the Americas.  Quilombo is not just
nostalgia for Africa.  It is a safe haven where ideas and aesthetics can be freely
and fully expressed and practiced; a way of encoding and protecting ideas that are
valid for us in contemporary times….  A quilombo is not just a physical place of
refuge.  The idea of quilombo can be applied today more than ever before because
it is the reconstruction of Africa itself. (I.C.A.F. – Washington, D.C. pamphlet
2000).

Although quilombos literally involve clearings, such a figuration of the capoeira Angola

organization as a quilombo follows a broadly “aborescent”, or tree-like model 59 both in

terms of its rootedness in a unified terrain and in terms of how it branches out from a

shared cultural ground – that of Africa, or the “African system in its totality”.

While I share in the belief expressed therein in changing self and world through

the art form (one might ask, what practitioner would admit otherwise?), I would figure it

along different lines, altering it to reflect not only a different context (that of Rio de

Janeiro) or my different subject-positioning (that of a “white” practitioner of this African

Diasporic art), but also to accentuate practices contributing to change without either

subordinating them to the affirmation of “unity” or treating such unity as a necessary

condition for change.60  Moreover, it is worth noting how the figuration of capoeira

                                                  
59 "Arborescent systems are hierarchical systems with centers of signifiance and subjectification, central
automata like organized memories” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 14).
60 The extra-unitary differences I seek to highlight herein are by no means those of the individual over
against the collective, but those I have learned to value through varied – and variously shared – sources:
through participating in more than one group in and beyond (but especially in) the city of Rio; through
circulating with other practitioners amongst those groups, even as their own make-up changes over time;
and through reading about the history of the capoeiras that once roamed the streets of this city, plaguing the
former capital of Brazil with their seemingly inextricable presence, until violently uprooted towards the end
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Angola as a quilombo makes no direct mention of the system of slavery to which even

such vast quilombos as Palmares were inextricably tied – even if through nothing else but

their opposition to that system.  Here, even if the image of a unified quilombo offers a

potentially powerful model for asserting individual and collective self-worth, is it not

equally important to acknowledge the fundamental impact of slavery, in breaking the

world in half – that of the slaves and the Europeans alike?61

Accordingly, rather than hold onto the figure of one “unified” quilombo as the

model for politicized cultural groups concerned with stimulating “black consciousness”

to emulate, might we not appeal instead to the more localized – yet dispersed – form once

taken by quilombos on the periphery of Rio?  One historian of those quilombos figures

them as having adopted the form of a “Lernean Hydra”, at least as seen through the eyes

of the authorities writing in their regard:  a monster with multiple heads, which grew back

somewhere else no sooner than a particular nucleus was squashed (Gomes 1995: 43).

                                                                                                                                                      
of the nineteenth century.  Anyone familiarizing themselves with that history would quickly be
disillusioned of any romanticized notions of such circulation necessarily overcoming conflict, as the gangs
of capoeiras violently disputed territories not just with slaveowners’ thugs or the police as representatives
of the State, but also amongst themselves – and such conflicts were no doubt manipulated by the powers
that be to prevent the articulation of a common front of opposition (see Holloway 1993; L. Soares 1994,
2002).  Similarly, the absence of formally instituted links between the groups, let alone formal support for
them individually and collectively on the part of either the state or of non-governmental foundations, poses
substantial problems to such groups in pursuing shared ends or lending even a minimum of stability to the
prospects of those who teach the “traditional” style of the art form in Rio. Moreover, the circulation
between practitioners does not always go unchallenged in the present, and is not infrequently accused of
stimulating conflicts; indeed, in this regard, I might well be accused of abusing privileges ceded to me, in
having switched group “allegiance” a number of times over the years, for a number of different reasons. In
emphasizing the circulation between groups, past and present, and their change, disappearance, and
reformation in other places and with other leaders, both over time and across space, it is not my intent to
suggest that there is anything inherently superior to such a figuration than that of a bounded figuration of
identity and/or a unified organization articulating such groups; in large part, my preference for more open-
ended – and internally “contested” – figurations has to do with my reluctance to speak “in the name of”
such a purported unity (which I would likely not be considered “authorized” to do so in any case).  At the
same time,  I would venture that the desire for unity can just as easily stir up conflicts as resolve them, and
is not all that infrequently more about assertions of power than about articulating interests in common.
61 Here, I am rewording a statement by Toni Morrison, as cited by Gilroy 1994.  It is equally worth noting
in this regard, that although Abdias do Nascimento (1980), in his theorization of quilombismo as a model of
revolutionary black consciousness in Brazil, points to the Quilombo dos Palmares as one important
historical source of inspiration, he actually spends more ink detailing other less famous quilombos, along
with slave insurrections in urban areas; although, not unlike the pamphlet above, he affirms the quilombo
as a source of African cultural unity, he is at least equally concerned with emphasizing the insurrectionary
roots of quilombismo as anything but a “safe haven” or the like.
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While no single such quilombo acquired anything like the stature of Palmares

individually, and they never coalesced in an organized fashion, they did collectively

manage to survive and proliferate for decades on end, despite continual missions

undertaken to stomp them out; moreover, unlike Palmares, they did not form a distinct

territory or relative autonomy of a state-like formation, but rather operated just at the

margins of the city of Rio and the system of slavery alike – as that historian puts it, they

“created and recreated a new and original world within the varied worlds of slavery”

(ibid: 45).  Not only is such a figuration more “locally” relevant to groups in Rio than that

of Palmares (or Washington, D.C., for that matter), and all the more in need of being

highlighted than that of Palmares and/or its leader Zumbi, who have become more-or-less

standardized figures of “black consciousness” in Brazil, but it also offers a model for

pursuing alliances between groups even while maximizing their autonomy – a pragmatic

organizational model, in the case of groups in Rio.

Here, I am no doubt straying from the path down which I started.   Still, such

straying is a necessary (although not sufficient) component in pursuing a rhizome rather

than a clearing, in looking towards the undergrowth rather than the forest.  Actually, even

though I do not approach capoeira (Angola) through the model of a quilombo, you could

still say that I am pursuing a certain clearing in its regard – that of the roda.  In part, this

is true, insofar as I treat the roda as a (more than merely) figurative space in which to feel

out multiple connections between the danced fight “inside” the game and the “world”

beyond its bounds.  Still, the manner in which such connections are pursued attempts to

preempt the treatment of either the roda or the world as bounded “wholes”; what matters

is rather the movement between them, the relation taking priority over that which is

related.  The success of such compositions lies in the contingent links it construes

between the art and the singular situations through which it passes and which it is capable

of transforming – although with no guarantees.  That said, let me now loop back to
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connect the last section of this ensemble back to a place ever-so-close to – and yet

estranged from – the initial “clearing” from which it started.
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Severed roots and secondary growth

I sing
of a man

who was not a tree
but whose roots

spread throughout the land62

“A new rhizome may form in the heart of a tree, the hollow of a root, the crook of

a branch” (Deleuze and Guattari 1985: 14) – or amidst a tangle of electric wires and kite

strings   This chapter started out with a constellation, now refigured in terms of

transversally spreading roots and offshoots:  not above and beyond, but just over the

ground; not near level ground but up on a hill; not at the apex, but in a valley between

hills; not this or that but in-between; not between structures, but entangled in their midst;

not clearly thinking out so much as complexly filling in; not feeling “in”, but feeling out;

not play or work, but the play of struggle, survival, thought, history, politics,

juxtaposition; not the body or movement but the body-in-movement and the movement

between bodies; always on the move, newly stuck.  Dangling…

Now I am returning to the space beneath that urban constellation by way of a

roundabout path – a path that passed through varied views of capoeira (Angola) and its

surrounding social and historical contexts, along with varied framings and deformations

of those views and impacts upon them, such that neither the art nor its surroundings, and

neither the subject of such meanderings nor those subjected to them, were allowed to

stand still for long, or at least not without risk of being tumbled over.  Except, perhaps,

the constellation itself, but even that was replaced by another figuration – that of the

grass, rhizome or “undergrowth” of modernity – if only briefly before both being severed

                                                  
62 This is a stanza taken from a poem by Arnaldo Santos, an Angolan poet and militant (quoted in Gabriel
1990: 395).
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in turn, as they are to be replaced by the figuration of “slicing into history” to be fleshed

out in varied ways in the following ensemble of sections.

But let me return close to where this introductory assemblage of sections began,

albeit on a different day than that in which the constellation of tangled electric wires and

kite skeletons had presented itself to my roaming eyes and thoughts, asking to be read.

It was exactly a month after the previous roda had taken place to celebrate the

first month of the class started up for children of the local communities – the two favelas

up and around the hills on either side of the quadra – at the large walled-in area of

concrete used not only for sports but also as a  makeshift community meeting place.  That

roda had been such a success – with the possible exception of a brief incident that only

took on meaning afterwards, to be addressed below – that it had been decided a monthly

roda should be held there, at 11 o’ clock in the morning on the last Saturday of every

month.  Accordingly, only the night before, at the likewise monthly outdoor roda we had

at Cinelândia, the public square downtown, I had made plans with some friends to meet

at the bottom of the hill the next morning so we could walk up together; I had walked up

alone before on a number of occasions, but Ricardo, the local resident who had organized

the class, had suggested it might be better to walk up in groups with our capoeira shirts

on this time, as o clima do morro não está nada bom – the overall “climate”, “weather”

or “situation” of the “hill” was no good; he did not elaborate further, but we thought it

wise to follow his suggestion.

Likely in part to dispel that sense of surrounding unease that Saturday morning –

it is pointless to speculate whether it was merely a product of his words reverberating in

our minds or really “out there”, for now, as we scanned all around us for signs of what he

had said, every closed door and window, the absence of a smile on the face of those we

passed on the street, the apparent scarcity of such pedestrians, and even the grey sky

above, became charged with significance – we started singing some capoeira corridos, or

call-and-response songs, as we walked up the steep, winding street that morning.  I
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remember the first one, if only because its lyrics resonated so directly with the situation:

Na rua de cima não posso passar / Lá tem capoeiras que vão me pegar  -- “I cannot

venture on the street above…” for up there are capoeiras – ruffians proficient in the art –

who are going to “get” me, or beat me up; and the slight variant of this song which subtly

inverts its meaning, Na rua de cima não posso passar / lá tem capoeira que vai me pegar

-- “I cannot venture on the streets above…”, for there capoeira is going to “get” me, as in

seduce me.  Evidently, the song played upon on the mixture of fear and desire regarding

such places constituting the internal margins of the “modern” city, even as its reference to

the capoeiras lent an effect of historical depth, in suggesting that such “streets above”

were a favored spot for maltas, or gangs of such roguelike figures associated with

capoeira, to congregate.  Other songs followed, and we took turns leading for a while,

and eventually shut up.

We eventually reached the quadra where the roda had been scheduled, only to

find the gates closed, and no one around to question.  After looking around for a while,

we spotted a small venda – a very small combination of bar and a store selling food and

cleaning supplies – whose metal door was just barely propped open.  Our mestre was

inside drinking a beer.  The old woman behind the counter told us – as she served us

another bottle of beer with glasses to go around accompanied by a single glass of

cachaça  which she filled from a little barrel on the counter – that the quadra had been

locked up because one of the residents responsible for organizing events there had been

shot and killed the day before.  Shortly thereafter, a young man entered the venda, who

we recognized as an acquaintance of Ricardo’s; he had been told of our whereabouts, and

came to confirm our suspicion that it was indeed Ricardo who had been murdered;

without having to say as much, he made it clear that he wasn’t going to give us more

information, and left after politely refusing the glass of beer offered to him.  After we

finished the shot of cachaça passed around in near silence, we decided it was  best to go

back down the hill ourselves.  The weight of the news seemingly amplified by the
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emptiness of the concrete landscape around us, by the time we reached the bottom of the

hill, none of was ready to part company just then.  As one of us had a car, we piled into it

with our mestre and headed off to a little waterfall another of us knew about, to wash off

our heavy spirits.

It was located up another hill not too far away from the one we had just come

down from – only this hill was still forest-covered.  This was the case because it was part

of the Floresta da Tijuca, a sizable national park located smack in the middle of the city,

stretching between numerous large hills or mountains – practically the only ones in the

city that are not at least partially covered by favelas.  Although it is hard to imagine now,

given the size of many of the trees found there, and the immense variety of its flora, it so

happens that large swaths of this forest had been replanted by slaves, as part of a massive

reforestation project; over 95,000 tree saplings were planted between 1862 and 1887,

only one year before slavery was officially declared abolished (Pádua 2002; see also

Abreu 1992).  The project originally began not out of any particular concern for the local

environment – which had been devastated over the years by both coffee plantations and

wood prospecting – but in response to a chronic water shortage63; the shade offered by

such trees was deemed essential in keeping the water plentiful from sources such as the

one we were about to bathe ourselves in.  Ironically, the project did not result in resolving

the water crises – alternative, more plentiful and accessible sources of water would be

found before the project reached its projected completion – but in one of the largest and

most successful reforestation projects ever carried out (at the cost of who knows how

many slaves’ lives – I have yet to find a source detailing their involvement in that

project).  As José de Alencar wrote in its regard, “the same ‘civilized man’ that cut down

gigantic trunks for mere coal, and now needed shade to obtain water, dared to invent a

forest, as if it were a palace” (Alencar in Pádua 2002: 225; emphasis added).

                                                  
63 Actually, there were concerned environmental thinkers at the time pressing for this project, as Pádua
(2002) addresses in detail, only they did not have the political clout necessary push it through.
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The access to that particular waterfall consisted in an unmarked trail starting off

from a street from which you could not even see the forested hill above.  No sooner than

we started up the hill, the chain around our mestre Miudinho’s neck broke – I saw it

simply fall of his neck.  He scoffed off the incident, saying that the chain of his patuá (an

amulet of protection not infrequently worn by practitioners of capoeira Angola) broke

just about every time he went from the city into a natural environment after not having

done so in a while.  Talking about it later with one of Miudinho’s other students who had

been there, this student suggested to me that it had something to do with the nature of his

amulet – a metal chain with a small area wrapped in tape, likely with some special herbs

inside; as it involved a juxtaposition of contrary materials (“man-made” and naturally

grown), it could hardly be a coincidence that it had broken just as he crossed a threshold

between the city and the forest.

Once at the waterfall, or cachoeira, at some point, our talk turned back to what

had happened earlier, trying to make some sort of sense out of it, or at least fill in the

void of its senselessness with our voices, as a mutually unacknowledged form of

consolation – actually, none of us were particularly close to him, having met him within

the space of the previous two months that we had (with varying frequency) been visiting

the class for children, but that didn’t prevent his death form impacting us, even if the

significance of that impact remained necessarily vague.  (Still, his death also happened to

impact me in a more specific way, as only the week before I had talked to Ricardo about

the possibility of his finding me a place to stay in the comunidade where he lived, as a

part of my intended research project on connections between capoeira and  marginalized

communities – which, needless to say, would not be carried out in the way I had

envisioned it at that point; in any case, I did not tell anyone about this at the time, as it

would have done violence to the ethics of the vagueness of our relation to his death by

reducing it to merely an impediment to my own plans).
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I don’t remember much of the possible explanations we ventured as to why he had

been killed – it was all conjecture, in any case.  Not surprisingly, I do recall my own

contribution to our speculations, however. They had to do with an incident at the roda

that took place the month before.  As earlier mentioned, that roda had gone exceptionally

well – except for the unnerving visit of two policemen, both wearing bullet-proof vests,

one armed with an “AR-15” machinegun, the other with a shotgun.  They had stood a

short ways away from the roda for some time, weapons in hand and talking between

themselves as they casually watched the game, with their weapons periodically swinging

to point towards our roda, apparently by accident – but still no less threatening.  (At one

point, when one of them had walked away for a moment, I took the opportunity to

“shoot” the other one with my camera, while pretending to be interested only in the roda).

Besides the nervous glances directed to them from time to time, their presence was

outwardly ignored, until Ricardo, who had been out on some errand, returned.  I didn’t

catch whether he came over to them or the inverse, but shortly thereafter, he was standing

with them over by the corner of the quadra where a friend of his was preparing churrasco

(barbecue) for after the roda; after offering them some meat and a drink, and talking with

them for a while, they left.

I never found out whether the presence of those policemen had anything directly

to do with Ricardo’s assassination.  When I subsequently mentioning their visit to

Ricardo’s mestre (who had left the event before they had arrived), he seemed skeptical,

saying it was more likely a matter of rivalries between gangs over control of the

respective favelas; then again, he did not discard the possibility that they were involved

in stimulating such rivalries, as this was a far from infrequent strategy of control.  In any

case, this mestre added, Ricardo’s death was no doubt linked to his being the nephew of

the local dono da boca (owner of the local site at which to purchase drugs): no matter

how hard he had tried to distance himself from the “traffic”, such family ties still linked

him to that organization, at least in the minds of others. (This bit of knowledge, which



115

was new to me, hit me like a sudden revelation: it supplied a “reason” of sorts for his

nonetheless senseless death; it also put a new spin on the ease with which Ricardo had

earlier said he could find me a place to stay in the community, and raised all sorts of

questions as to the implications of his connections to my intended research, had it been

carried out…)

That mestre speculated further that his murder, beyond any personal matters in

which he might have been inadvertently caught up, was most likely motivated at least in

part to prevent the cultural project in which they were involved from forming raizes, or

“taking root”.  For had it continued to be successful, this project might have contributed

towards strengthening social relations both within and between the favelas, and between

the favelas and the asfalto (literally “pavement” – an opposition used to emphasize any

number of differences between such “marginal” hillside communities and the

“normative” city below), in the long run.  For, as those who worked with “at risk”

children knew well, such gangs started recruiting youth at an early age, and as such,

indirectly “competed” with cultural practices such as capoeira, in so far as those teaching

this art treated it as a pedagogical practice extending far beyond mere “physical”

education; its goal of “consciousness-raising” likely did not sit well with those who

wanted to lead such children down the caminho do mal – the “wrong” path.  Of course,

something close to the opposite interpretation was also possible:  that insofar as Ricardo

was seen as others by being linked to his uncles’ illegal activities, that the capoeira class

might well have been seen (by a rival gang of traficantes, say) as but a façade for a

“recruiting” school for his uncle’s organization. Evidently, Ricardo’s failed attempt to

sever those roots had at least indirectly led to the severing of the new roots he sought to

plant through capoeira.  One thing seems clear, in any case:  in such a context, organized

play constitutes a political act “prior” to the objectives imputed – “consciousness-raising”

or otherwise.
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* * *

Before turning to the next ensemble of sections, let me go back to part of a

passage quoted in the section previous to this one:

Future and past don’t have much meaning, what counts is the present-becoming:
geography and not history, the middle and not the beginning or the end, grass
which is in the middle and which grows from the middle, and not trees which
have a top and roots.  Always the grass between the paving stones (Deleuze and
Parnet 1987: 23).

Let me interrupt – and thence extend and complicate – this line of thought in suggesting

that rather than favor geography over history, or treat the latter as meaningless, what is

needed is a different way of figuring history than that of a chronicling of facts over

against the “myths” held in its regard, a narrative progressing from beginning to end,

and/or that of a lofty future looping back to recoup occluded origins over against the

shallowness of the present.  Why not treat history along the lines of a rhizome as well –

as proliferating in an unwieldy manner, growing back even when violently severed,

although never in quite the same place?  And as capable of breaking through stone and

concrete alike as it surfaces amidst even the smallest of cracks in the façade of

uninterrupted progress, thereby refusing to be either paved over in name of the future-to-

come or monumentalized in name of a previously accomplished past?64

In any case, while neither “rhizomes” nor “constellations” figure directly in the

ensemble that follows, they persist in the manner of its construction.  Indeed, more than

                                                  
64 In figuring history as a rhizome, I am indirectly responding to Brian Massumi’s assessment of “the
supposedly liberating paradigm of the ‘rhizome’, as commonly construed,” as taking “a multidimensional
experiential process” and reducing it “to a spatial configuration” (Massumi 2002: 175). Following the
movement of Parnet/Deleuze’s thought somewhat further, a crack is traced out for history thus refigured:
“Non-parallel evolutions, which do not proceed by differentiation, but which leap from one line to another,
between completely heterogeneous beings; cracks, imperceptible ruptures, which break the lines even if
they resume elsewhere, leaping over significant breaks…  The rhizome is all this” (ibid: 26).
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this, one way of reading Part Two is that of an extension of the story just told.  For not

unlike the severing of the “roots” of the particular cultural project to be implemented

through capoeira up on that hill, the history of the capoeiras that once populated the

streets below would have it social and cultural “roots” severed in a no-less-violent

manner.  And Part Three, in turn, may be read as recounting some of the varied ways in

which capoeira would re-emerge, as “secondary growth”, decades later in this city.65  If

an entire forest can be invented – the vast Floresta da Tijuca mentioned earlier, at the

geographic center of the city, as penned by the naturalist writer, José de Alencar—then

why not such a singular art of cultural resistance?

                                                  
65 More specifically, it recounts the efforts of practitioners of the “traditional” style of capoeira to
“reinvent” connections between their art and the feared “undergrowth” to which black people and culture(s)
have largely been relegated in the social imaginary of the city.
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PART TWO

Razors, “race”, and reve(i)lation:

slicing into the history of (the) capoeira(s)

While the settler or the policeman has the right the livelong day to strike the
native [sic], to insult him [sic] and to make him crawl to them, you will see
the native reaching for his knife at the slightest hostile or aggressive glance
cast on him by another native; for the last resort of the native is to defend his
personality vis-à-vis his brother (Fanon 1963: 54).

Signifieds metonymically displace themselves onto their signifiers, so that
jealousy becomes as sharp and functional as the dagger with which it is
associated (Eagleton 1981: 10).

Thus speaks the red judge, ‘Why did this criminal murder?  He wanted to
rob.’  But I say unto you: his soul wanted blood, not robbery; he thirsted
after the bliss of the knife.  His poor reason, however, did not comprehend
this madness and persuaded him: ‘What matters blood?’ it asked; ‘don’t
you want at least to commit a robbery with it?  To take revenge?’  And he
listened to his poor reason: its speech lay upon him like lead; so he robbed
when he murdered.  He did not want to be ashamed of his madness
(Nietzche 1966:  38, 39; emphasis added).

In effect, what holds an assemblage together is not the play of framing forms
or linear causalities but, actually or potentially, its most deterritorialized
component, a cutting edge of deterritorialization
(Deleuze and Guattari 1987:  336; emphasis added).
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History as felt reality

“We had to defend the street- roda here in Caxias from a lot of people, but the

majority of those who bothered us weren’t vagabonds or even street capoeiristas, but

members of academias who considered themselves to be more structured than we were.

(...)  I’ve defended that roda even with my own body, like here [lifts up his shirt], where I

was navalhado [razor-bladed].  I actually have numerous scars from knives, but this was

the only one I was ever given inside the roda – ”

“What happened?” the guy holding the video camera at this point interjected.

“I was already suspicious of the nego [“(black) guy”] I was playing with...” the

capoeira mestre being interviewed proceeded to respond, but I could no longer keep up

word for word with what he said at that point, and have yet to get my hands on the

videotape in which his account is recorded that day, when I accompanied some

acquaintances from the capoeira group to which I belonged who were conducting

interviews for a video documentary on a number of capoeira mestres who had grown up

playing in that roda in Duque de Caxias – a city on the periphery of Rio de Janeiro.     So

keep in mind as I proceed that this account is based upon the notes I scribbled down as

this mestre, here going by the name of Pardo, spoke to us – “us” being the guy with the

video camera, his friend, two other mestres who were half paying attention as they talked

with each other, and of course myself – the only “white” guy present.  Keep in mind, in

other words, that a certain dose of imagination supplemented my memory in filling in the

gaps in my notes – although this might be said of the notes themselves as well, in

endowing them with meaning across multiple gaps that had to be crossed to get from his

speech voiced that day to its re-voicing in this text.  But to continue with Pardo’s story:

“The guy was clearly getting furious, as he was doing everything he could to

“get” me in the game, but had not yet succeeded.  As we continued to play, he made his

way over to a woman that I had already noticed was his girlfriend, who was sitting down

at the edge of the roda, in the front row of the crowd that had gathered around. I was
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watching him closely at that point, and saw when he grabbed the knife from the purse

that she had casually left open beside her.  So before he could use it on me, I gave him a

boca de calças  [literally, “mouth of the pants”: a move in which one reaches behind the

calves or ankles of one’s opponent, suddenly pulling them out from underneath the

player’s center of gravity], followed by a head-butt.  People in the audience thought I was

being the aggressive one here, as they hadn’t seen the razor hidden in the palm of his

hand; so instead of giving space, they crowded around closely, probably to try to stop the

game, but this meant I had no room to get out of his reach as he came at me again, and

slashed me right here [he lifts his shirt up again], and tried to do so again, but I managed

to bat the razor from his hand.  Only then, when people saw that I was bleeding, did they

realize what had happened, but the crazy nut took off running before any one could stop

him, quickly disappearing amidst the crowd on the street before any of my friends could

get their hands on him.  The guy’s girlfriend didn’t have the same luck, however, and the

situation was going to get quite ugly for her, but I told my friends to let her go and run

after her bastard boyfriend who she no doubt deserved all too much.”

At some later point, I was told by a friend of Pardo’s how he had to go to see a

doctor after being knifed – I can only assume it was after the incident just recounted.  As

Pardo was afraid that the doctor, if he knew of his fight, would not help him – or even

worse, would report him to the police – he said he had cut himself while working.  The

doctor responded by asking him to drink a cup of water – “knowing full well that you

don’t drink water when you have a knife-wound!” the friend telling this little anecdote

laughingly exclaimed.  The doctor sewed him up anyway, but not before he got that little

jab in of his own.

* * *
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Of course, if I were to get a hold of the video-recording of Pardo’s telling his

story, my “subjective” incretions could be strained out from what he “objectively” said,

just as, were a video to exist of the actual event recalled in his story, a similar move to

“purify” his account, separating fact from fiction, might be undertaken.  Indeed, if such a

video-recording of the event itself existed, my notes and his story might even be excised

altogether; even without such a video, I might have left the gaps in my notes visible,

along with more of the ambiguities involved in their translation.  Yet, although the

“purifying” operations (de Certeau 1988) made possible by such technologically

enhanced recordings would offer an alternate vantage-point from which to view the event

“objectively”, they would not bring us any closer to the event itself. Indeed, to the extent

that they would be taken as transparent renditions of what “really” happened, allegedly

unmediated by racialized conceptions regarding the predisposition to violence on the part

of “subaltern” subjects, they would not only distance but actively desensitize us from the

felt reality of the event (see Feldman 1994: 406).  We would thereby risk missing out on

the very point of his showing that wound to us, let alone that of the event recalled

thereafter.  Actually, I cannot say exactly what that point was, although my involuntary

flinch at seeing Pardo’s scar when he raised his shirt clearly offered an altogether

different testimony of the painful reality of the event recounted therein than would have

been the case with a videotaped recording of the “same” stabbing incident, thereby all-

too-easily transformed into yet another desensitizing visual testimony of the violence of

modernity’s margins.

I cannot say what the point of Pardo’s story was, but one truth is certain in its

regard:  as I recall it here, it is no longer his own – or at least not his alone. Instead,

through the retelling of his story here, I seek to recruit that mestre as an “intercessor” – in

this case, an interlocutor not reduced to the status of an “informant” or truth-authorizing

device, but rather raised to the status of a cohort in the process of ethnographic
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fabulation.  Without, I hope, eliding the differences involved in our respective

storytelling activities, such as the overall intent of the telling, or the intended audiences of

that telling, the point here is to get at how, as a storyteller, Pardo is already intricately

involved in the process of “crossing the boundary which would separate his private

business from politics” (Deleuze 1989: 312-13n9) – a process easily mistaken as a merely

a product of ethnographic representation.1   Moreover, in presenting his account as a story

rather than an “example”, the event thus recounted both pre-figures matters of historical

recollection addressed throughout this ensemble of sections, and offers an after-image of

that history within the ongoing present.   (Indeed, the same might be said of the other

mestre’s anecdote regarding the doctor’s “jab” about drinking water with a knife-wound.)

The attempt to reconstruct what the story really meant, let alone what really happened,

would be to miss its overall relevance to the point of this part.  That point is not to cut out

either the objective truth of the past from the errors of recollection, or the subjective truth

of the story from the context of its telling, but to cut into the transformations history and

memory undergo as they traverse time, and spread out in physical, figurative, and sensate

space.  It is to actively intercede, through his story, with respect to the widespread

tendency to relegate history to the past, thereby cut off from the ongoing present.

Here, the figure of cutting into the past is not chosen at random.  Besides recalling

the act that produced the scar that initiated the story told above, it also relates to the

“operations” that historians perform on the materials with which they deal so as to cut out

bounded “objects” of research from potentially limitless fields of research (de Certeau

                                                  
1 This concept could be read as an affirmation of what is all-too-often taken as the “problematic outcome of
intersubjective dialogue, translation, and projection” (Clifford 1986: 109).  Stefania Pandolfo briefly
discusses the use of the concept “intercessor” for ethnographic writing in Impasse of the Angels (1997: 4-5,
and 312-313n9).  To quote Deleuze more fully in this regard:  “There remains the possibility of the author
providing... ‘intercessors’, that is, of taking real and not fictional characters, but putting these very
characters in the condition of ‘making up fiction’, of ‘making legends’, of ‘story-telling’... Storytelling is
not an impersonal myth, but neither is it a personal fiction:  it is a word in act, a speech-act through which
the character continually crosses the boundary which would separate his private business from politics, and
which itself produces collective utterances” (Deleuze 1989: 222).
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1984: 61-76; also see Ahearne 1995: 15-24).2  Yet, whereas such operations are seen as

successful when they manage to remove their objects from the actions that produced

them, reducing the act to a technical procedure or “methodology”, or otherwise suturing

the incisions entailed in the production of historical knowledge, here the figure of cutting

foregrounds the making of history – the simultaneous act of division and joining entailed

in the act of fabricating the past as an object of present-day knowledge.  It is worth noting

here, moreover, that this is no less the case with respect to the production of objects of

anthropological knowledge (de Certeau 1984: 61-76; J. P. Dumont 1986).

Prior to further elaborating on this figuration, however, let me first flesh out the

relevance of the scar that set off the story in the first place.  It has been said that “to see

from the outside the wound in another person is to become more intensely aware of

human embodiedness” (E. Scarry 1985: 199).  But what of a wound not seen, but

recounted in a story?  What, in turn, of wounds that are no longer visible, and regarding

which we have precious few stories?  What, in other words, of those wounds that have

been severed from the possibility of present perception -- the wounds of bodies now long

dead?  Here, I do not pretend to be able to answer such questions, but only to point to the

importance of figuration in recalling such “historical” wounds, and restoring them to

sentience, or at least a felt awareness of their unreconciled absence.

In this regard, the scar on that mestre’s body, as recounted in the story above,

figuratively recalls the longstanding historical association between practitioners of

capoeira and the navalha they were known to use.   More than this, it recalls the split

between capoeira as presently played, and as played in the past.  For here, as the mestre

telling the story was careful to point out, that scar was the only one he had received inside

the roda, and his opponent’s resorting to a blade was clearly considered an intrusion into

                                                  
2 “The fragile and necessary boundary between a past object and a current praxis begins to waver, as soon
as the fictive postulation of a given that is to be understood is replaced by the study of an operation always
affected by determinisms, always having to be taken up, always depending on the place where it occurs in a
society, and specified, however, by a problem, methods, and a function which are its own” (de Certeau
1988: 37).
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the game, whereas, as we shall see, capoeira was once seen as practically synonymous

with the wielding of those blades.  If capoeira is presently associated first and foremost

with (more than merely bodily) movement, that movement is nonetheless historically tied

to a certain fixity that remains today – the fixity of the racial stereotype of “blacks” as

inherently violent.  To quote Homi Bhabha in this regard:

The stereotype is not a simplification because it is a false representation of a given
reality.  It is a simplification because it is an arrested, fixated form of
representation that, in denying the play of difference (that the negation through
the other permits), constitutes a problem for the representation  of the subject in
significations of psychic and social relations (Bhabha 1994: 76).

Before attending to the more specific matter of the association of the art to the navalha,

the role of that stereotyped association in effecting the split between the history of the

capoeiras and that of capoeira, and the “play of difference” denied thereby, let me first

tell a story regarding a quite different – although hardly unrelated – scar from the one

leading to the story told above.
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(Re)covering the wound of racism

Considering that the marks or wounds on Manoel’s body were not of a serious
nature, it being certain also that before thirty days had passed he was fully
recovered and fit for work in the fields… (Excerpt from judge’s decision in
reviewing an accusation of excessive punishment, in 1878; cited in Conrad 1994:
313).

Attending to the wound of racism in (and beyond) Brazil is a tricky affair, in large

part because its overlying scar first needs to be re-opened – cutting through its various

manifestations and guises – before it begin to actually heal.3  All too often, those

attempting to do so are held responsible for creating that very wound, or unnecessarily

irritating a wound that eventually would have healed “on its own”, if it had only been left

alone.  But racism is not a secret, yet to be revealed, or already given away; rather, what

must be revealed is its continual concealment – its insinuation within discourses and

projection upon bodies, shifting from one to the other and back again even as history

itself slides, shifts, and repeats itself anew, only to change once again.

 Historically speaking, racism stands as a wound with many layers of overlapping

scar tissues and infections, and as such, cannot be cleaned up through one neat incision --

or rendered intelligible through a decisive explanation – once and for all.  Far from a

“clean” wound brought about by a simple relation of force, it has been tainted with

ideology and ambivalence from the very start.  If the first major wound was inflicted by

the capturing of Africans, their forced displacement, and their subsequent subjection as

“slaves”, racial prejudice was what legitimized such blows in the eyes of those inflicting

                                                  
3 As Guimarães states along similar lines, racism must be contested not only by recognizing the inexistence
of biological races, but through “denouncing of the continual transformation of the idea of race according
to different forms and tropes” (Guimarães 20002: 53).  I would add, however, that we also need to invent
new tropes – or flesh out old ones – with which to contest racism and its various guises.  Here, I do so
through fleshing out the notion of racism as a “wound”, on the one hand, and treating its “transformations”
as makeovers of that wound.
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them.  Indeed, such prejudice would continually veil acts of violence carried out against

“blacks” throughout the African Diaspora as part of the “natural” order of things, all the

way into the post-Rodney King present.4  Here, racial differences were what allowed one

to “see” the propensity for savagery and violence on the part of the dominated – a

visibility that rendered the violence of the dominators effectively invisible, in turn, by

lending it the appearance of necessary force exerted to tame the “savage” nature of the

“non-white” elements of the population.

Moreover, far from merely a tenacious yet atavistic component of a “pre-modern”

mentality, such prejudices would be reworked into “scientific” theories of racial

inferiority integrally tied to the onset of modernity.  If, as Z. Bauman argues, modernity

“needed a theory of ascription to redeem boundary-drawing and boundary guarding

concerns under new conditions which made boundary-crossing easier than ever before”

(Bauman 1989: 61), such conditions were certainly present in Brazil during the decades

leading up to and following the official end of slavery.  For during this period, as more

and more people of African descent acquired a status no longer that of a “slave”, other

means were elaborated to exclude those thus “freed” from the status of “citizens” – a

term reserved for the “white”, propertied, and male end of the population.  Racial theories

would serve to rationalize the coexistence of a slave-based social system with

“enlightened” conceptions of equality, liberty, and human progress without overt

contradiction (L. Schwarcz 1993).5

                                                  
4 Feldman’s discussion of the manner in which (the image of) Rodney King’s beating was smoothed over
and rendered “understandable” in the defense of the offending police officers, in  “On Cultural
Anaesthesia: from Desert Storm to Rodney King” (1994), helps get at how little things have changed with
regard to the wound of race even as the discourses used to naturalize racial violence are continually
modified.  Although located outside of Brazil, his discussion of the naturalization of Rodney King”s
beating is quite relevant to the situation in Brazil, where similar beatings are so “commonplace” as to rarely
result in public outcry.
5 Indeed, we might say that slavery did not merely coexist with liberal conceptions of the “equality of man
[sic]” without overt contradiction, but was rationalized through one of those very principles – the right to
property.  As one historian comments with respect to the Brazilian Constitution ratified shortly after
Independence was declared: “The Constitution of 1824 included the formulas consecrated in the
Declaration of the Rights of Man.  Individual liberties were assured.  Privileges were abolished and all were
made equal before the law.  Slavery was not mentioned in the text of the constitution, but, by considering
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As if the blood spilled, starvation, thirst, diseases and humiliations suffered, and

close-kin and friends lost in the Middle Passage were not enough, the wound of racial

difference would be reopened innumerable times for those who survived and their

descendents – or more frequently, their replacements, until the rising cost of slaves made

it economically unwise to drive them too quickly to their deaths.  A veritable “science” of

the lash would be elaborated, with the appropriate number of lashes for a given defense

debated among the more mathematically-minded of slaveowners (see Conrad 1994: 297-

301) even as priests lectured on the importance of carrying out such lashings as

methodically as possible, carefully guarding against taking pleasure in such ritualistic

inscriptions of domination (see Conrad 1994: 296).  Moreover, those on the dominating

end of slavery would select from among the ranks of the dominated to inflict the actual

wounds necessary to maintain relations of subjugation intact.  This was done not only to

avoid dirtying their own hands, but as a means of stirring up tensions among the

dominated.6

As those on the dealing side of the lash reworked their techniques of domination,

state-employed police would gradually take the place of the plantation overseers in

dealing out “disciplinary” measures; indeed, the initially favored instrument of the police

-- a combination of a whip and a club  – materially embodied the continuity of

domination even as its immediate agents shifted from the “private” to the “public” realm.

The architects of social control who guided the hands of those wielding these instruments

would meanwhile expand their concerns beyond the ever-present threat of a slave

rebellion, redesigning the legal and police apparatus so as to maintain the subjugation of

                                                                                                                                                      
property an inalienable right, the constitution kept more than a million people enslaved” (V. da Costa 1985:
126).
S. Hartmann (1994) makes a similar argument with regard to the “transition” from slavery to freedom in
the United States; to my knowledge, an in-depth study of the differences involved in the inscription of
racial difference during such periods in Brazil and the United States, has yet to be carried out.
6 Such aggravations among the ranks of the dominated, together with the resentments and divided interests
that would arise through the preferential treatment given to those who could be convinced to betray others
in their condition, would serve as a further anti-coagulant with which to keep the wound open.
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an increasing number of legally “free” blacks and lower-class immigrants.7  Amongst

other changes, a new category would be created to deal with those no longer termed

“property” but still a long ways from being recognized as “citizens”; and not

infrequently, such newly defined “vagrants” – all-too-typically, although not exclusively,

“black” – would be placed alongside the still-enslaved at the whipping-posts.  Moreover,

cultural practices and social gatherings associated with Africans and their descendents,

even or especially when those participating were not exclusively slaves, would become

favored targets of those charged with maintaining “order”.

Thus, when a combination of factors – including, no doubt, the undaunted

intransigence of many among the enslaved and formerly enslaved – led to the entire

system of slavery being dismantled, an alternative system for ensuring the privileges and

security of the dominators was already largely in place.8  Theories of racial inferiority

appropriated from Europe and reformulated with respect to the local context would

initially facilitate this transition by “scientifically” legitimating the differential treatment

of those no longer legally classified as slaves, and thereby playing a pivotal role in the

transition from slave labor to “free” labor.9 Gradually, however, the explicit racial

framework of such theories would be dropped, even as many of their underlying

                                                  
7 While Brazil’s overall population of “slaves” would fluctuate near the figure of a million from 1823 to
1887, reaching its apex in 1872 of around one and a half million, Brazil’s “free” population would soar
from some three million in 1823 to around fourteen million in 1887 (V. da Costa 1985: 146).
8 This basic point has been made in more narrow economic terms with regard to the gradual substitution of
free-labor for slave labor that preceded the abolition of slavery and greatly eased its impact (see Costa 1985
and Neves and Machado 1999 for overviews of this argument). What such explanations risk obscuring,
however, is the extent to which new forms of domination – including the forced marginalization of the
formerly enslaved – took the place of old forms of domination, belying the “common sense” understanding
of that transition from slavery to freedom in the linear terms of “progress”.  My portrayal of this
“transition” takes much of its inspiration from Foucault’s now (in)famous account of the shift from a penal
regime based on punishment to one based on surveillance and discipline.  Still, as Ann Stoler (1995)
argues, not only did Foucault himself fail to address the continued use of torture amongst the European
colonies well after period (1770-1810) in which this shift in regimes took place for Foucault, but such
public spectacles of torture coexisted with the “modern” techniques of surveillance and discipline that
would only at a much later date (some hundred years later in the case of Brazil) replace them.
9 “In the middle of a context characterized by the weakening and eventual end of slavery, and by the
creation of a new political project for the country, the racial theories presented a viable model for justifying
the complicated game of interests that was taking place.  For besides the more pressing problems of
substituting labor-power or the conservation of a quite rigid social hierarchy, it appeared to be necessary to
establish differential criteria for citizenship” (Schwartz 1993: 18; my translation).
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presuppositions were carried over into other discourses and practices.  Racial theories

would thus play a central role in the elaboration of other “scientific” disciplines and

social policies.  That influence would range from the field of “criminology”, in which

“race” would play a central role in identifying potential criminals, to that of “public

hygiene” and its racialized conception of the threat of disease and contamination

presented by collective housing arrangements or cortiços and their predominantly “black”

inhabitants (L. Schwartz 1993: 209-215; Borges 1993: 237-239; Chaloub 1996), to

domestic ideologies of household cleanliness and propriety (see F. Costa 1979: 123-125),

to urban renewal projects carried out in Rio de Janeiro just after the turn of the century to

widen and straighten out streets in the center of town, at the same time as forcing much of

the “underclass” towards the periphery of the city (Benchimol 1990).

 Somewhat later, these racial theories, now largely “undercover”, would insinuate

themselves into anthropological conceptions of culture as well, as concerns grew

regarding the formation of a cohesive national identity.  Biological understandings of the

“racial” composition of Brazil would be reworked in terms of the pathological cultural

legacy that slavery had left the nation – and, in particular, the descendents of those who

had been slaves, whose originally “vibrant” cultural origins had been “denegrated”

through slavery.10  Here, the inferiority of “blackness” relative to “whiteness” was still

presumed, only now it was to be considered as a temporary and reversible state of affairs

(Guimarães 2002: 144), dating back to the days of slavery.  One further irony of this

reworking of racial difference in “cultural” terms was the similarity between such

arguments and those made by abolitionists regarding the corrupting influence of slavery,

and the consequent need to demolish it to ensure the wellbeing of society as a whole.11  In

                                                  
10 None other than Gilberto Freyre would be foremost among those involved in the “translation” of
biological conceptions of “race” into “cultural” terms.  As he at one point states in this regard:  “From this
the impossibility of separating him [the black in Brazil] from the degrading condition of slaves, within
which many of his best creative and normal tendencies were curtailed, to have morbid and artificial ones
added on” (quoted from Silva 1998: 165).
11 “Abolitionists of the 1870s and 1880s repeated the arguments that had been heard som many times since
independence: Slavery corrupted society and the family, encouraged laziness and wastefulness, degraded
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any case, no sooner than the descendents of enslaved Africans had finally rid themselves

of the shackles of slavery, the ghost of slavery came back to haunt them, as it was used to

“explain” both their continued cultural “inferiority” and socially unequal standing over

half a century after its abolition, on into the present.

The wound of racism would thereafter sink below the skin in Brazil, covered over

by a flexible “cultural” membrane – it may well not be by pure chance that Brazil is

renown throughout the world for its plastic surgeons.  Only in this case, those elites and

intellectuals responsible12 for grafting on the “second skin” with which to cover over that

wound of the newfound “body” of the nation were faced with a dilemma.  Of course,

“black” skin was out of the question, as this would align their nation with the very

“backwardness” of slavery they were so intent on dispelling, and placing “brown” skin to

cover that wound would only stall the progress towards an ever more “enlightened”

nation.  But they could hardly place “white” skin on the body of a nation comprised of

such a large proportion of enslaved Africans and their descendents, without its artificial

nature becoming unmistakable, thereby risking its wholesale “rejection” by that

collective body.  So instead, such elites and intellectuals came upon a unique and

masterfully executed solution:  On the one hand, they smudged the borders of the wound,

thereby making it nearly indistinguishable from the healthy skin surrounding it; and, on

the other, they sutured over the wound a special type of membrane that could appear a

different shade depending upon the particular background against which it was viewed:

“brown”, occasionally shading into “black”, when associated with sports, popular culture,
                                                                                                                                                      
the masters, debased the slaves, corrupted the language, reigion and mores, and violated natural law”
(Costa 1985: 164).
12 Of course, read literally, I am simplifying matters here, to the extent that I attribute conscious intention to
what no doubt involved a number of strongly entrenched social and ideological forces that extended well
beyond any particular “agents” of the myth of racial democracy. Indeed, as others have discussed at length,
the relative informality and anonymously imposed nature of this “myth” is one of the principle factors that
makes it so difficult to dispel, compared to the “architects” of Apartheid or the formalized segregation of
the post-abolitionary (southern) United States. Also, I do not mean to imply that such racial conceptions
were passively incorporated by the population at large; although I do not address this matter here, I do
believe that the second part as a whole offers ample – if indirect – illustrations of resistance to such a
“graphing” of the myth of racial democracy.  In part, my intent here is to introduce the figure of social
surgery, which will be elaborated upon later.
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or the allure of sex, and “white” when debating with European intellectuals or dealing

with American business executives, politicians, or the like. And even here, this second

skin was designed to gradually fade, if not into a generalized “whiteness”, at least into a

manifest absence of overt color distinctions, as if the wound that skin concealed would

truly disappear along with the outward sign of its existence.  And to top it all off, this

artificially engineered magic-trick by which the scar of slavery was to be dispelled along

with the stigma of “blackness” would be taken as evidence in itself of the nation’s overall

“progress” (see Silva 1989; Guimarães 2002).

The myth of Brazil as a “racial democracy” would thus emerge, spread, and

consolidate itself, remaining largely unchallenged – or at least not openly so – as long as

the system of clientele and patronage to which it was tied remained in place (V. da Costa

1985) – although, as Hanchard, following Fontaine argues, Afro-Brazilians would still

exert interstitial” and “residual” power here – “that is, power to affect existing patron-

client relationships between local leaders and white politicians through the extraction of

promises for goods and services for their constitutency” (Hanchard 1994: 40).  Those

challenges that did nonetheless take place would tend to be covered over by or absorbed

into this ever-so resilient membrane – the mythical skin encasing the body of the nation.13

Yet, despite the beauty of such a solution, the racialized split so close to the heart of the
                                                  
13 Carlos Hasenbalg has termed this process one of the “smooth maintenance” of racial inequalities in
Brazil, echoing Fernandez’s notion of “ceremonial politeness” and Dzidzienyo’s “etiquette of race
relations” (quoted in Hanchard 1994: 40).  M. Hanchard criticized this notion for itself obscuring what has
been “smoothed” – namely,  “the attempts by Afro-Brazilian activists to politicize discussions of racial
inequality in Brazil” (1994: 39), although he concedes that such a notion partly justifiable given “the
relative absence of racial upheaval in Brazilian history” (ibid).  The strength – and potential weakness – of
Hanchard’s own emphasis on the cultural politics of “race” in Brazil can be seen in this statement: Culture
– as an arena in which the tensions of domination and subordination, appropriation and resistance are
manifest – has been largely ignored.  Presumably, this is due in part to the ubiquitous role that expressive
culture plays, in both national and Afro-Brazilian life, as a unifier of distinct cultural and racial identities
under the banner of nation, and a suppressor of a distinctly Afro-Brazilian identity (Hanchard 1994: 41).
Although I (not surprisingly) strongly agree with his emphasis on the cultural dimensions of racial identity,
this view might be amended along similar lines to those for which he faults Halsenbalg’s notion of the
“smooth maintenance” of racial inequalities:  namely, that he risks inadvertently “smoothing over” the
oppositional work of those involved in politicizing expressive culture precisely to challenge widespread
conceptions of national identity – disrupting such conceptions “from within” as it were.  Still, this
difference in perspectives likely stems in large part from his working principally with activists of the black
movement, as opposed politicized practitioners of “cultural” forms.
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“people” thereby encased would not cease to hemorrhage, even as the painful symptoms

of that internal bleeding would be attributed to other causes, always other causes.14

                                                  
14 See Bhabha (1994: 139-170) on the constitutive “split” inherent in attempts to equate “the people” to the
“nation”, from which my own figuration here draws much of its inspiration.  I should nonetheless note that
any trope, if stretched overly far, begins to show signs of fatigue, weaknesses that need to be repaired or
replaced.  A potential weakness of this figuration of the concealment of racism through an “artificial skin”
is that it might be understood as implying that there are “real” racial differences being so covered over.  It
could also be criticized for close to the opposite reason – that any talk of “race” is artificial, not dealing
with “real” issues.  My claim here, however, is that what this “second skin” obscures is neither natural
differences nor their absence, but the real effects that racism has, which are particularly difficult to redress
when disguised as something else.
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Reintroducing the “object” of critique

History becomes “effective” to the degree that it introduces discontinuity into our
very being – as it divides our emotions, dramatizes our instincts, multiplies our
body and sets it against itself....  This is because our knowledge is not made for
understanding; it is made for cutting (Foucault 1977: 154).

Let us now return to the principle object of this ensemble of sections, an object

that touches uncomfortably on the wound of racism outlined above, as but one in a host

of other possible histories to be told in its regard.  It is tempting to say that this “object” is

split, or doubled, as at once a material entity and a point to be made through it.  In that

case, the “object” would be the navalha, the razors with which the capoeiras were once

so intimately associated15; indeed, those knives were so closely tied to their users as to be

practically indistinguishable from one-another in the eyes of those writing about them.

The “point”, in turn, would be to show how the deep prejudice of those “white” elites

writing about the (predominantly) “black” capoeiras made it seemingly impossible for

them – and therefore also us – to see beyond the razors towards the practice itself.

But putting it in these terms would be to miss the point, or more precisely, the

ever-so-sharp edge of the object itself: for it is not only split, as “object” and “objective,”

but can itself be taken up as a figuration of the act of splitting – in other words, critique.

According to Beatrice Hanssen, the roots of “critique” lie in the Greek krinein, meaning

“to cut, rift, separate, discriminate, but also to decide”, “incisive cutting” as well “passing

                                                  
15 Just the other day, while looking for a present for a relative, I came upon a number of such straight-razors
neatly arranged in a display case in a store called “The King of Knives”, which was indeed filled with
blades of all different sorts and sizes (from pocket-knives to two-handed swords); a good number of the
navalhas so displayed were even of the brand-name Solingen – the name of a Swiss company that was at
one time used to refer to such razors more generally, in much the same way that “band-aids” are for
adhesive bandages.  As noted earlier in the remarks of a politician discussing the circulation of prohibited
weapons among slaves and former slaves throughout the streets of nineteenth-century Rio, the term
navalha could be used to refer to basically any easily concealable blade; nonetheless, seeing the real thing
there before me, neatly labelled as an authentic Navalha Solingen – and priced accordingly, separated from
my grasp only by the transparent glass of the display case and the lack of available cash for such a relic, its
blade looked dangerously sharp indeed.  I could hardly contemplate shaving with such a blade, much less
wielding it, or having one wielded at me.
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judgment” (Hanssen 2000: 5).  Foucault would rework Nietzche’s own literalization of

the “cutting sharpness of critique” in his call for the writing of counter-histories – the

treatment of knowledge of the past as a politicized instrument with which to “cut” into

assumptions regarding both the ahistorical nature of the “body” and the continuous, linear

nature of “history” alike (Foucault 1977: 154).16

In here playing off the similarity between the capoeiras” blades and the theoretical

orientation of my own critical interrogation of the history of (the) capoeira(s), I seek to

highlight the mutual entanglement of reality and representation in historical knowledge.17

For what we are dealing with here is not the “reality” of the capoeiras versus the violence

imputed to them, so much as the intertwining of our own interpretation with at least three

past (although not necessarily over) forms of violence:  that of the capoeiras and their

knives; that of the police apparatus in enforcing “order” both during and after slavery;

and that of the racial gaze in naturalizing the violence of that apparatus as a rational

response to the savagery that “blacks” in general and the capoeiras in particular were

viewed as personifying.

As Bhabha said of Fanon’s understanding of that gaze: “The white man’s eyes

break up the black man’s body and in that act of epistemic violence its own frame of

reference is transgressed, its field of vision disturbed” (Bhabha 1994: 42).   As evoked by

(Bhabha’s reading of) Fanon, the (mis)recognition of racial difference has a visceral

impact not unlike that of the infamous image of a razor slicing into a woman’s eye
                                                  
16 Although Foucault is not generally considered a “critical theorist”, Hanssen (2000) offers an extended
account of developments in the understanding of critique, focused around the politicization of critique
through the figure of cutting, worth touching upon here.  While the role of critique would initially be seen
as distinguishing between rational judgment and mere speculation, this distinction would later be lent a
more politically incisive edge, used to excise the ideological dimensions of reason and reality alike.   At a
certain point, the pretense of being able to stand outside the overall “object” of critique – in other words,
the socially and historically constituted world – to pass judgments of this sort would itself be subjected to
critique.  The critical project would thus be reworked as immanent critique, which involves juxtaposing the
intersubjective constitution of one’s object with the material actuality thereof, without resolving one into
the other (ibid: 5,6).  Here, Foucault and post-structuralists more generally could be seen as turning critique
away from the constitution of the “object” towards that of the “subject”, and the “body” as either “object”
or “subject” or their mutual “ground.”
17 “The point of including our own discourses among our objects of analysis, then, is not to enshrine them
in a city on the hill but to recognize their entanglement with their objects” (K. Stewart 1991: 400).
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depicted in Luis Buñuel and Salvador Dali’s Surrealist film, Andalusian Dog.  We have

yet to see just how disturbing the view of those razor-wielding capoeiras was to the eyes

of those writing about them, or how that view was indelibly colored by the ever-present

yet invisible threat of revenge for the ever-so-visible yet largely unnoticed violence of

slavery.  We also have yet to witness the State-ordered violence carried out in the name

of quelling the terror the capoeiras inspired, before and after the end of the institution of

slavery.  Still, let me at this point affirm two interlinked points regarding the role of the

navalha in both veiling and revealing capoeira’s history: first, that as viewed through the

“white man”s eyes,” those razors effectively sever(ed) the history of the capoeiras in

nineteenth-century Brazil from that of capoeira as played in the present; and second, that

in so severing them, they offer a critical trope with which to cut across that very breach,

remembering the violence of that historical dismemberment, even while dismembering

the stereotype that motivated it.

Moreover, in pursuing the history of (the) capoeira(s) through the past

appearances of those blades, I wish to get at the materiality of that history – some of its

dangerously sharp dimensions that do not fit neatly into official versions of the past and

its relation to the present.  What I seek to get at is “a materialism, not of objects as

“things in themselves”, but of the simulacra or images which precede any constitution of

the world into objects” (Shaviro 1993: 21).18  I intentionally avoid making inflexible

distinctions between the “material” realm and that of mere “ideology”, or between

“reality” and its “representations”, so as to get at their mutual imbrication – the ease with

which one slides into the other and assumes its place, given a favorable relation of

force.19  Levinson’s (1998) notion of an “iconic materialism” fits well in this regard, in

                                                  
18 Here, I am reminded of how, while accompanying my one-and-a-half year-old daughter to the Rio de
Janeiro zoo, she initially made not indication of recognizing the animals themselves, but immediately
recognized the pictures of the same animals on signs next to their cages; and perhaps she was right –
perhaps the animals on those signs and in her picture-books were more “real-to-life” than the malnourished
animals artificially isolated in the hundreds of cages comprising that zoo.
19 Henri Bergson’s understanding of the relation between “matter” and “images” offers a useful
philosophical base here, provided that the fluid substance of “power” is inserted in the space between
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conjoining a concern for “matter” with that for “images” -- realms of investigation

normally held apart.20  Such an approach involves paying attention at once to the

historical nature of images – the multiple aspects of the past embedded within and/or

evoked therein – and the imageric nature of history – how the past impacts upon the

present through images, and how, in turn, “history decomposes into images” (Walter

Benjamin, quoted in Buck-Morss 1989).21

Engaged with in something approximating this manner, it is my hope that the

depictions of the knife-wielding capoeiras addressed herein do something more than

question mythical accounts of the history of “race relations” in Brazil as either relatively

“peaceful” (i.e., the myth of a more paternalistic, less violent form of racism) or

“passive” (the one-sided violence of oppression without opposition).  Namely, they are

intended to slice into the assumed boundaries of historical knowledge, opening up the

“body” of that knowledge to the bodies of the socially and historically marginalized –

bodies whose continued presence interrupts the soothing narrative of history-as-progress,

even as they embody other forms of social and historical understanding.

Here, the historical split induced by the widespread fear of the capoeiras and their

knives prevents us from reconstructing how capoeira was “really” played in the past, or

                                                                                                                                                      
“thing” and “representation” along with the equally fluid nature of images:  “Matter, in our view, is an
aggregate of 'images.' And by 'image' we mean a certain existence which is more than that which the
idealist calls a representation, but less than that which the realist calls a thing  -- an existence placed
halfway between the 'thing' and their 'representation’” (Bergson 1988: 9).
20 This rather unorthodox mode of “materialist” investigation implies being “committed to the picture of
texts and readings as products of and participants in the forces and relations that bring about the ceaseless
reproduction of physical and social life” (Levinson 1998: 268); it also entails the repositioning of such
images in “the force fields that concretely defined it at any given moment in the past, and (and this is
crucial) in the present” (ibid); and furthermore, it means rupturing the seeming “immediacy and
sufficiency” of such images and the “objects” they depict (ibid: 269), calling attention to the struggles over
meaning that can be found therein.  More than merely address those struggles, it means making connections
between them and those sorts of struggles that conventional analysis would locate “beyond” the
images/objects themselves.
21 As a commentator on the “photographic” figuration of Walter Benjamin’s (1968b) “Theses on the
Philosophy of History” states eloquently:  “Focusing on what has been overlooked or hidden within history,
on the transitoriness of events, and on the relation between any given moment and all of history, the
historical materialist seeks to delineate the contours of a history whose chance depends upon overcoming
the idea of history as the mere reproduction of a past” (Cadava 1992).
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tracing any neat continuous lines connecting the activities of those capoeiras to the art as

presently played.  And yet, remembering the violence attributed to the capoeiras, along

with that involved in cutting off capoeiras’ connection to the realm of the street, offers a

means of critically attending to that split in the present.

* * *

Before proceeding, I should note that although in this ensemble of sections I

emphasize the split separating the history of the capoeiras from that of capoeira as

presently played, that my own work here plays off the activity of two principle groups in

that regard, who have been working towards reconnecting their sundered history in varied

ways – in writing, and out of it.

On the one hand, my readings of historical images of the capoeiras build off the

work of historians presently engaged in the daunting project of constucting a

documentary history of (the) capoeira(s) – a project that involves, amongst other things,

actually going into the “archives” and making some sort of sense out of a seemingly

endless amount of dust- and mold-covered paper – “records” of the past whose discarded

state long constituted a subtle but effective means of forgetting the past (see Costa 1996:

81-91).  Both my interest in bridging the chasm between such document-based histories

and the histories of capoeira as told and lived by its present-day practitioners, and my

violent allergies to such dust and mold and certain overly rigid conventions of historical

interpretation, led me to pursue a somewhat different project, but my debt stands

nonetheless.

On the other hand, my own readings are nourished from my participation in both

informal discussions and more formalized research efforts on the part of capoeira

practitioners actively involved in revitalizing the “traditional” style of capoeira in the

present, capoeira Angola.  Indeed, my present engagement with the history of (the)
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capoeira(s) originally stems from my participation in a sub-committee responsible for

collecting and organizing the capoeira group’s own “archives” – books, articles, videos,

and photographs ranging from records of our own group’s activities to the history of

capoeira Angola in particular and capoeira more generally, to a yet wider range of

histories of Afro-Brazilian and African Diasporic cultural practices and histories of all

sorts.

Although historians from the first group are occasionally invited to speak at

capoeira conferences organized by the second group, discussions between these groups

tend to be limited by the quite different presuppositions towards the relation between past

and present held by them.  The first by and large considers that history as discontinuous,

treating capoeira as presently played as an “invented” tradition having little to do with the

fighting form associated with the capoeiras in the past (Vieira and Assunção 1995, L.

Soares 1994, Pires 1996, Dias 2002).  Whereas, practitioners of capoeira Angola tend to

continuity of that history – not in the sense of an unchanging entity persisting over time,

however, but as a dynamic continuity that extends back into the past, even as it is actively

being reestablished in the present through the revitalization of the “traditional” style of

the art.  In repeatedly calling attention to the split between the history of the capoeiras

and that of capoeira in this ensemble of sections, I might be read as siding with the

former group.  I would suggest, however, that the although the documents used by

historians tell a good deal about the history of the capoeiras, they say relatively little

about the history of capoeira itself – the origins and development of dance and fighting

elements and their intertwining with musical dimensions, and the like; as such, they leave

considerable room for speculation.  In any case, I am less interested in the matter of

judging capoeira’s history as continuous or discontinuous, than in finding ways to

actively – critically and creatively – reconnect past images of (the) capoeira(s) to the art

to the contemporary contexts in which capoeira is being played.
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 Prior to delving into past representations of the capoeiras, let me say something

further of my “imageric” approach to the history of (the) capoeira(s).  Here, it so happens

that my role as photographer of the activities of the capoeira Angola groups to which I

have belonged indirectly shaped that approach.  Although I cannot say exactly how it did

so, I would at least venture that my frequent perspective on capoeira from behind the lens

of my camera instilled in me a heightened sense of how images allow us to appreciate the

very movement that they rupture and transfix – but only so long as we simultaneously

keep in mind the non-identity between the image and its referent.22  In turning below to a

host of historical documents of the capoeiras’ activities (as seen and written about from

particular points of view and with particular agendas in mind), could not something

similar be said of the images they afford us – even if in other respects they share no

resemblance?  For those historical images show us not the capoeiras themselves or the

bodily movements with which they were associated, but the fixation on the part of those

who viewed the capoeiras as the anathema of a civilized city – a fixation that reveals the

very discriminatory gaze that led to the occlusion of other dimensions of the art and its

practitioners from those very documents.

Here, one of the principle objects of that fixation – the sharp-edged knives that the

capoeiras were presumed to always carry and wield with some frequency – might be

refigured in optical terminology as an occluding edge: the perception of one surface

superimposed over another as nonetheless “revealing” that which it conceals (Catildi

1993).  This seemingly paradoxical perspective makes sense only when approached from

an ambulatory point of view, where that which is occluded is nonetheless still “seen” as

                                                  
22 A similar claim is made in this regard by an interpreter of Walter Benjamin’s “photographic” conception
of history:  “By retaining the traces of past and future – a past and future it nonetheless transforms – the
photograph sustains the presence of movement, the pulses whose rhythm marks the afterlife of what has
been understood, within the movement it gorgonizes.  Only when the Medusan glance of either the
historical materialist or the camera has momentarily transfixed history can history as history appear in its
disappearance”  (Cadava 1992: 99).
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persisting behind that which occludes it.23  Towards the end of this ensemble of sections,

a related conception of the intertwining of revelation and concealment will be fleshed out

with respect to the tactile terms of the “inside game” of capoeira.  For now, just as the

reverberations of movement can be seen within the stillness of a photograph insofar as it

evokes something of the meaning of that moment,24 so you are asked to imaginatively fill

out something of the very movement and vitality of this art form that such images of

crazed, knife-wielding capoeiras occlude.

                                                  
23 Here, a strict separation between perception and memory is rejected in favor of lending a temporal
dimension to perception (see Bergson 1988).
24 As John Berger says in this regard: “An instant can only acquire meaning insofar as the viewer can read
into it a duration extending beyond itself.  When we find a photograph meaningful, we are lending it a past
and future” (Berger and Mohr 1982: 89).
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“Thirsting after the bliss of the knife”25

Reporting on a battle between gangs in Carioca Square, an English-language
newspaper speculated on the etymology of capoeira, ‘a most comprehensive
word.  It includes jungle or the undergrowth of the virgin forest, a bird, a species
of cage for fowls, and finally the gentlemen of Rio who try whether their knives
are well sharpened on the stomachs of passersbys’ (The Rio News [a local
English-language newspaper], 15 Mar. 1885: 2, 5) (quoted from Holloway 1993:
336n69).

Numerous mulattos, called Capoeiros, dance about and run ‘amok’ with open
razors strapped to their hands, with which they rip people up in a playful manner
(Visiting English botanist Charles Dent, in his memoir, A Year in Brazil, 1886:
239; quoted from Holloway 1993: 268).

This name extends today to all sorts of ‘disorderers’ belonging to the dregs of
society.  They are extremely dangerous beings, given that, armed with piercing
instruments, they kill any inoffensive person, just for the pleasure of killing
(Beaurepaire-Rohan, viscount of, Dicionário de vocábulos brasileiros, 1956:  72;
quoted from L. Soares 1994: 20).

One of the most frequent crimes in this city is homicide and more or less serious
injury.  It is singular that neither revenge nor the desire to commit theft is the
cause of these offenses.  It is the pleasure of seeing blood flow or, in the terms
used by this type of criminal, the ‘desire to try out the steel,’ that brings them to
commit such serious attacks.  The perpetrators are known by the common name of
‘capoeiras.’ (Excerpt from annual report of Chief of Police, written in 1853;
quoted from Holloway 1993: 227).

Visitors, police and government officials, social elites, naturalists, journalists

offer surprisingly similar accounts of (the) capoeira(s) in the latter half of the nineteenth

century.  Piled one over the other, we find echo upon echo of the same basic theme

coalesced around the redundant image of the capoeira-as-criminal -- that out-of-control

agents of social disorder motivated by an incomprehensible delight in violence and

mayhem.

                                                  
25 Title taken from Nietzche, as quoted at opening of Part Two.
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Few of such references provide any indication of the connection between these

capoeiras and the cultural practice of the same name. Apparently, the flashing blades of

the straight-razors which they wielded, and/or the fear which their imagined presence

provoked, blinded these seeming eye-witnesses to the art from recalling much else about

the art other than its practitioners alleged thirst for blood.  Those few documents that do

mention the capoeiras (as crazed “criminals”) in relation to capoeira (as the danced fight

and/or ritualized game) diverge slightly yet significantly with respect to how they portray

that connection:

[The Capoeiras] are a stain on the civilization of a great city. . . [A]lmost
all people of color, they are organized in ‘maltas,’ and divide themselves
into two or more rival groups.  The weapon of the capoeiras is the knife,
and often the razor, which they use in fights among themselves, against
their enemies, or against those at whom they direct their revenge.  It
sometimes happens that their victims are innocent passersby, against
whom they have no reason for animosity.... One sees them especially in
the front of parades at popular festivities, engaged in a gymnastic
performance or special dance, also called capoeira (French visitor Émile
Allain’s memoir, Rio de janeiro, quelques données sur la capital et sur
l’administration du Brésil, Rio de Janeiro, 1886: 271-272; quoted from
Holloway 1993: 267).

In 1878, reporting on yet another campaign to rid the streets of Rio of
what he called ‘one of the strangest moral diseases of this great and
civilized city,’ the chief of police again urged that capoeira be formally
declared a crime. . . . The chief likened the capoeiras to ‘the bloody sect of
those who worship Siva, or the homicidal Druses’ and characterized them
as ‘a regularly organized association, subdivided into gangs with their own
special signs and slang terms.’  The gangs, supposedly dissolved years
earlier, took advantage of the cover provided by crowds during popular
gatherings and public festivals to fight over their own rivalries.  ‘That is
the time that some, the most cruel, disperse themselves among the people,
razor in hand, wounding at random those whom they encounter sometimes
committing murder, with no reason for complaint against them, and
without even knowing them.’ (Holloway 1993: 266-267).
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The perverse, dangerous, incorrigible capoeira is not exactly the one that
walks in front of music [bands], at public festivities, to sway their bodies
and perform agile movements: it’s the one that hides the dagger, insinuates
himself into the crowd, disguises himself behind a mask during Carnival
and wounds [others] treacherously… (Anais da Câmara dos Deputados, 5
set, 1887: 21; quoted from L. Soares 1994: 75).

The first passage, written by a foreign traveller, only casually links the capoeiras –

those treated as responsible for violent acts against both one-another and innocent

passerbys – to the “gymnastic performance or special dance also called capoeira” (my

emphasis).  The second, written by (a historian commenting on the writings of) a police

chief, makes a stronger connection in suggesting that the perpetrators of such criminal

acts might actually have been using capoeira as one more means to distract the crowds at

public festivities from their bloodthirsty intent – although no sooner is the possibility

raised that these killings were not random at all, but the playing out of rivalries between

groups, than it is covered over once more through the claim that they were wounding or

killing others “at random”.  Whereas, the third passage, quoted from the annals of a

session of public representatives, makes a point of distinguishing those capoeiras

collectively engaged in publicly “swaying their bodies and performing agile movements”

from those nefarious individuals who commit crimes hidden behind masks and amidst

crowds.  Although these passages differ as to how they portray the relation between the

capoeira and the capoeiras, they agree in depicting the art and those considered its

practitioners as at once closely connected to public gatherings taking place on the streets

of the country’s capital, and as presenting a threat to those same gatherings.

One might say, then, that capoeira, as a “gymnastic performance”, visually

embodied the otherwise largely invisible threat presented by the murderous capoeiras –

invisible, that is, until the moment when their blades flashed outwards, only to quickly

disappear back into their pockets as they themselves disappeared into the crowds

thereafter, leaving the blood they had spilled as the sole sign of their presence. Yet the
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irony is that these passages far more vividly depict that for-the-most-part “invisible”

threat than the public performances of capoeira themselves.

The middle passage above is particularly revealing in this regard, in terms of how

it (literally as well as conceptually) orientalizes the capoeiras, in equating them to Eastern

religious cults. Indeed, Edward Said (1978) might have a hard time finding a more direct

confirmation of his thesis that Orientalist images represent not realities of the East, but

“the West’s own dislocation from itself, something inside that is presented, narrativized,

as being outside” (R. Young 1990: 139).  For this passage links the capoeiras to a

colonial imaginary of the murderous ethnic/racial “other” extending well beyond Brazil --

all that is missing is a reference to the dagger-wielding worshipers of Kali, who have

played this part in any number of Hollywood films, past and present.26  Only, in the case

of the capoeiras in nineteenth-century Rio, their comparison to such sects evidences the

doubled “dislocation” within Brazil  of enslaved Africans and their descendents – their

forced displacement across the Atlantic, and their contined projection as “outside” the

nation despite their having played such a fundamental role in constructing that nation,

and despite the European colonizers having no less “native” origins than themselves.

But let us turn to yet another image of the capoeiras – an image that in

constituting a rare exception to the general rule of only portraying the capoeiras with their

knives in hand, sheds further light on the constitution of (the) capoeira(s) as a cultural

spectacle, even as it produces more shadows in its regard.  Here, rather than link the

capoeiras to those nefarious beings secretly indoctrinated in “Eastern” religious cults to

become the sworn enemies of “Western” enlightenment, this image shows them openly

“competing” with a public attraction of European origins – a technological apparatus

                                                  
26 And of course, such an association obliquely connects the capoeiras to a contemporary “UnitedStatesian”
imaginary regarding religious fundamentalist sects as breeding grounds for terrorists; after all, the
September 11th incident was carried out with makeshift knives as the only actual weapons used to hijack the
planes.
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designed to shed scientific light on the mechanics of human vision, in this case turned

into a crowd-gathering spectacle of modernity-in-the-making:

The new tent that presently adorns the São Francisco square, attracting the
attention of pedestrians with the curiosities of the diorama, also attracts the
competition of the capoeiras, who are to crowds what a light is to a moth.  In this
way, showing concern neither for the police nor for public safety, Afonso
Talangê, ex-soldier of the Fireman Squad, and Francisco Ferreira da Silva,
demonstrated their abilities in the art of capoeira  (Diário do Rio de Janeiro,
March 5, 1872; quoted from L. Soares 1994: 74).

What a wealth of visual figures are condensed into this passage:  not only that actual

optical instrument known as a “diorama”, but the way it “attracts” the competition of the

capoeiras along with pedestrians, in the same luminous manner with which the capoeiras

themselves attract a crowd – even as the capoeiras here performing are seemingly

oblivious at once to the safety of those watching and the possible surveillance of the

police.

One might say, then, that what is at issue here is not just two spectacles

competing for their share of spectators, but two different forms of visibility.

“Visibilities”, as G. Deleuze depicts them, “are not defined by sight, but are complexes of

actions and passions, actions and reactions, multisensorial complexes, which emerge into

the light of day” (1988: 59). 27  On the one hand, there is the diorama: originally, a large

contraption designed by Louis Daguerre (I’ll resist the temptation to pun on his name’s

resemblance to a similarly sounding name for knives) in France some fifty years before it

found its way to that square in Brazil, which situated “the audience on a circular platform

that was slowly moved, permitting views of different scenes and shifting light effects”

                                                  
27  Deleuze fleshes out this term  – which takes from Foucault – in the following, purposefully open-ended,
indefinite ways, stretching the figure of “luminosity” to its limits: “Visibilities are not to be confused with
elements that are visible or more generally perceptible, such as qualities, things, objects, compounds of
objects”, and they are not “forms of objects...that would show up under light”; rather, they are “forms of
luminosity which are created by the light itself” (Deleuze 1988: 52).  And, like the statements to which they
are non-reducibly linked, they are “invisible so long as we consider only objects things or perceptible
qualities, and not the conditions which open them up”; visibilities might then be thought of as “forms of
light that distribute light and dark, opaque and transparent, seen and unseen, etc.” (ibid: 57).
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(Crary 1990: 112-113). 28   And on the other hand, there are the capoeiras:  in this case,

apparently only two of them, yet – contrary to images of them as terrorizing those

populating the streets – here they are depicted as “attracting a crowd like light attract

moths.”

What is particularly remarkable about this image of the competition between the

capoeiras and the dioramas is how it both prefigures and offers a contrast to the

subsequent opposition that would arise between the social institutions or “machines” to

which these modes of “visibility” were linked.  Here, Deleuze’s definition of the machine

as “an assembly of organs and functions that makes something visible and conspicuous”

(Deleuze 1988: 58) facilitates the depiction of the opposition that would emerge.  The

dioramas exemplify this definition quite neatly, as the bodies of the viewers – and the

organs of their eyes in particular – are literally incorporated within these apparatuses,

playing a role not unlike the lights themselves in producing the shifting “scenes” that are

viewed; such dioramas were precursors not only of the technologies of photography and

film (Buck-Morss 1989: 132), but of the positivistic pretense to objectively represent

reality and rework it in the light of reason.29  Whereas, the link between the capoeiras and

Deleuze’s definition would be tenuous, were it not that it happens to fit neatly with

respect to an interpretation given by a historian of the capoeiras regarding why they so

often chose public festivals and the like to perform:

While almost all the characters of marginality preoccupied themselves with
remaining hidden within the anonymous mass, the capoeiras openly sought after
notoriety and fame.  This behavior possibly has to do with the hierarchical code
that ran from the top to the bottom of this ‘institution’ (L. Soares 1994: 74).

                                                  
28 J. Crary argues that “early” visual technologies of this sort produced knowledge not only of the bodies
“observed” thereby, but also of the bodies doing that observation, and that such technologies would
contribute not only to the fixing of the body as both subject and object of observation, and thereby to the
“normalization” of those bodies, but also to the freeing up of the autonomous powers of perception from
the mere reproduction of reality in visual form.
29 " The camera was invented in 1839.  Auguste Comte was just finishing his Cours de Philosophie
Positive.  Positivism and the camera and sociology grew up together.  What sustained them all was the
belief that....all that was dark and hidden in the soul would be illuminated by empirical knowledge” (Berger
and Mohr 1982: 99).
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The “institution” referred to here consists of the network of gangs known as maltas to

which the capoeiras belonged, which vied for control with one-another, and with the

police, over the streets and neighborhoods comprising their particular territories.  As

argued by this historian, the public display of proficiency in the art, along with a

willingness to use violence, were necessary for capoeiras to rise up in the ranks of this

otherwise subterranean institution.  Elaborating on his argument, we might then call that

institution a “machine” in terms of how its multiform social “organs” and “functions”

would lead such recognition through visibility to be sought after by the bodies

comprising it.

As such, the historian’s interpretation offers an illuminating counterpoint to the

constantly repeated depiction of the capoeiras as motivated only by the irrational “desire

to try out the steel” of their blades.  Still, left on its own, this explanation of the visibility

pursued by the capoeiras as principally a matter of acquiring “prestige” risks obscuring as

much as it reveals. The notion that the capoeiras sought to establish their authority

through publicly demonstrating their proficiency in the art tends to efface the fact that

such spectacles were more than likely carried under the watchful   eyes of “white” elites

and those charged with enforcing their particular vision of “social order”.  Besides

playing into contemporary images of capoeira as a spectacle of masculine bravado (see

Part One, “An Initial View…”), then, such an interpretation risks occluding the way the

historical vantage from which “we” can view the actions of the capoeiras is inextricably

tied to those eyes, or the gaze informing their view.  If the capoeiras did indeed pursue a

“fame for terror, which was linked to the values of bravery, force and valor,” that desire

for recognition is still necessarily filtered to us by capoeira’s perception as a social threat

to the eyes of those “white” elites/police.

Far from merely a reminder about the inaccessibility of history as it “really”

happened, what I am trying to get at here is how fantasy became inextricably infused
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within the history of the capoeiras from the moment it was first – rightly or wrongly –

perceived as a social threat.  For, once so (mis)recognized, it would come to represent a

much wider and murkier range of acts similarly perceived as threatening that which

passed as “social order” at the time.  Indeed, less than a year before the abolition of

slavery was to be declared, a representative would comment to this effect during a public

discussion of the problem of prohibited weapons:

Today there is not a disorderer, cutthroat, pervert, criminal for having wounded or
killed, that is not a capoeira; it’s a way of saying, an idiomatic expression that
became common in the peoples’ language, I’d say even the police.  In the same
way that one says he gave a ‘navalhada’ or had a ‘navalha’ [‘straight-razor’];
even though one’s referring to a rapier, a switchblade, a dagger, a knife, or some
other cutting instrument (Anais do Parlamento Brasileiro, Câmara dos
Deputados, 1887, Sessão de 5 de setembro, p. 20, quoted from Dias, 2001:  92).

This passage shows how (the) capoeira(s) came to present an altered and much enlarged

form of “visibility” from that limited visibility sought by the capoeiras when they played

out on the street or at public squares – a visibility that came to be tied to monstrously

enlarged apparatus of police surveillance and punishment.30  Moreover, it hints at how

the limited spectacle of the capoeiras playing out on the street would be subsumed into a

far more prevalent spectacle – that of public whippings carried out against

“insubordinate” slaves and presumed “criminals” alike.  As such, passages of this sort

offer access not so much to the capoeiras themselves, as to “the white man’s artifice

inscribed on the black man’s body” (Bhabha 1994: 45).

* * *

                                                  
30 “For if... visibilities are never hidden, they are none the less not immediately seen or visible.  They are
even invisible so long as we consider only objects, things or perceptible qualities, and not the conditions
which open them up.  And if they close up again afterwards, visibilities become hazy or blurred to the point
where ‘self-evident’ phenomena cannot be grasped by another age: when the classical age lumped together
madment, vagabonds and the unempoyed, ‘what for us is merely a vague sensibility was for the classical
man most certainly a clearly set-out perception’” (Deleuze 1988: 57, commenting on and quoting from
Foucault’s Madness and Civilization).
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It so happens that the same historian offering the explanation of the visibility of

the capoeiras – basically, that of displaying their skill in the game so as to demonstrate

their authority out of it – elsewhere calls attention to the important role that invisibility

would play in weaving together social relations amongst capoeiras and the larger

population/community of slaves of which they were but a part:

Sunday nights and holidays were the preferred occasion for resolving conflicts,
for two basic reasons: not only were they one of the few days off from everyday
urban slavery – days off that frequently came to be understood by slaves as one of
their few ‘rights’ – but also for the fact that the night-time hours were particularly
important for weaving together social relations with other slaves, getting away
from the daytime vigilance of the police, taking advantage of the shadows, in a
dark and poorly illuminated city, to unite groups that were otherwise vulnerable
(L. Soares 1994: 67).

Thus, in being mis-recognized, that which was seemingly most visible about the

capoeiras  – their playing in front of crowds in public spaces – would invert into that

which is least visible regarding capoeira’s past – the scarcity (in both numbers and

details) of descriptions of the game itself.  At the same time, their subterranean presence

throughout the streets and alleyways of Rio would invert into their most vividly depicted

dimension available to us in the present – namely, their apparently insatiable propensity

for violence.

Still, even though that very trick of historical lighting – not unlike the use of

lighting-effects in the dioramas to produce optical illusions – prevents us from seeing

what capoeira was “really like” in the past, it at the same time offers an oblique angle

from which to “see” how that misrecognition would nonetheless have all-too-real

consequences for both the art of capoeira and (those presumed to be) its practitioners.

For the mis-recognition on the part of those writing even “eye-witness” accounts of the

capoeiras at the time would transform the navalha – the razors that remained for the most

part tucked away in the capoeiras’ pockets  – into the most readily visible dimension of

the art and its practitioners.  Thus transformed by that external gaze, the navalhas became
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material icons of the capoeiras, even as the capoeiras themselves were transformed into

no-less-material icons of violence and disorder – phenomena linked in turn to the mere

presence of “blacks” on the streets of nineteenth-century Rio de Janeiro.

Indeed, at least since 1812, it was enough for a slave to be accused of having been

found with a blade of any sort to be summarily taken off and given three hundred – yes,

three hundred – lashes, and then forced to labor for three months in “public services” –

government urban renovation projects effected largely through the use of slave labor.

Such a practice would subsequently be extended to “free” blacks, and even lower-class

“whites” – although the latter were far less likely to be searched, or lashed should a knife

be found, and they were kept separate from “blacks and slaves” when employed in public

works (L. Soares 2002: 455, 456).
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The “white weapon”

Ironically, although the navalha would become ever more closely linked to the

fear of the “black” presence on the street, one of the principle slang-terms for such blades

would be arma branca or “white weapon”. I have yet to find a source indicating how

these razors acquired that name, although most mestres whom I’ve asked assume the term

coms not from any racial references but rather from the polished nature of those blades,

or the flashing light reflected off them.  In any case, it so happens that their adoption as

the favored weapon of the capoeiras may be tied to the large influx of Portuguese

immigrants in the city of Rio starting in 1850, as a resulted of the slave trade being

declared illegal.31  L. Soares devotes an entire chapter of his history of the capoeiras in

the second half of the nineteenth century to the role that these lower-class Portuguese

immigrants would come to play in the unfolding of that history, and conversely, to the

role of (the) capoeira(s) in allowing ingress into the “Black City” of Rio de Janeiro – in

other words, into the lower echelons of the capital of Brazil.32

First addressing a surprising number of parallels between the typically oppressive

conditions these young male Portuguese immigrants experienced as indentured laborers,

and those experienced by slaves at the time,33 Soares goes on to detail the ambiguities

                                                  
31 Although the slave trade had already been declared illegal some twenty years before, this law was largely
disregarded in practice until declared so a second time.  Indeed, the origins of the still-popular phrase in
Brazil, “p’ra inglês ver” or “for the English to see”, lie in the first time the slave trade was officially
declared illegal, but ignored in practice; the phrase refers to the fact that this law resulted from an
“agreement” that Brazil was forced to make with the English in 1827, that was to come into effect three
years later – but would in fact wait over twenty to be enforced, when the slave traffic was declared
abolished once again -- and this time  enforced, at least to a much greater extent than had previously been
the case (Fausto 1994: 192-197).
32 For the capoeiras indirectly exerted control over particular territories, in large part through their ties with
the overall police apparatus – an apparatus in which the Portuguese immigrants initially had little foothold.
33 Among these, he notes that the majority of those immigrants came from a socially “marginal” world in
Portugal themselves; that the very conditions of their transportation hardly fared better than that of the
slave ships; that although not officially “slaves”, the great majority of them were forced to sign contracts
stipulating that they work without recompense for a time – typically, three to five years; that the labor to
which they were assigned was formerly carried out almost exclusively by slaves; that those who evaded
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that their forced “sharing” of this world involved.  Although frequent fights between such

immigrants and both enslaved and “free” “blacks” are documented in police records, such

records also attest to the increasingly mixed ranks of various maltas -- a term itself quite

possibly derived from a slang-term in Portugal for “itinerant laborers and street rowdies,

who stereotypically were migrants from the island of Malta” (Holloway : 223/329) .

Moreover, police reports indicate a consistently lower number of “nationals” than

“foreigners” – of which the majority were apparently Portuguese – getting locked up as

capoeiras throughout the 1860s (Soares 1994: 159).   But according to Soares, the clearest

sign of the cultural influence exerted through the newfound presence of the Portuguese

among the ranks of the maltas in Rio de Janeiro in the nineteenth century was the

adoption of the navalha as the capoeiras’ favored weapon – a weapon already long

associated with lower-class ruffians in  Portugal known as fadistas (L. Soares 1994:

162).34

What to make of this claim that the preeminent sign of this historically black

cultural practice was itself at least part “white” in origin, let alone name? Soares himself

is for the most part careful not to jump to simplistic conclusions, pointing to the

importance of not treating “whites” and/or the “Portuguese” as a homogeneous group

necessarily among the ranks of the “oppressors”; he thereby usefully highlights

correlations between “race”-based and class-based forms of conflict and exploitation.

Still, besides at one point disparaging the work of historians that have addressed the role

of the “racist imaginary” in marginalizing “blacks” in Brazil (L. Soares 1994: 154), he

fails to address the overt role of racist theories and beliefs in motivating politicians and

                                                                                                                                                      
such labor became known as “fugitives,” many of which were put in prison for this offense alongside
slaves rounded up for the equivalent offense; and that the great majority of the Portuguese adolescents
arriving in Brazil died within the first three years of their stay, due to outbreaks of yellow fever, terrible
living conditions, and being pushed to the limits of their endurance by their new “employers”/”masters”
(Soares 1994: 157-159).
34 As L. Soares notes, a glossary of slang-terms used by fadistas in Portugal refers not only to such razors,
but also to bodily moves considered characteristic of capoeira, such as jinga [“danced” movement] and
rasteira [foot-sweeps].  A further detail, not mentioned by Soares, is that nearly a fifth of the terms given
(sixteen out of eighty-five) refer to razors, knives, or knife-play.
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other government officials to pass policies stimulating such immigration in the first place

(see Azevedo 1987; Guimaraes 2002; Silva 1998; Santos 2002).   He thereby left his

otherwise fascinating exploration of the cultural influence of the Portuguese on (the)

capoeira(s) open to being used as ammunition by those interested in arguing that

capoeira’s is a “Brazilian” sport as opposed to either “black” or even Afro-Brazilian – an

interpretation I have heard more than one “white” practitioner of capoeira give since its

publication.

Ironies of ironies, here the very blades that played such a prominent role in

feeding into the racial imaginary of the capoeiras in particular and “blacks” in general as

bloodthirsty madmen are re-read as signs of capoeira’s “mixed” cultural origins, thereby

feeding the contrary (and no less mystified) racial imaginary of Brazil as a land relatively

free of racial tensions and animosities.  It would seem almost that as soon as the navalha

is tied to “white” cultural origins, it becomes magically wiped of its association with

violence and disorder.
35

                                                  
35 I believe that claims of this sort are based on a mistaken understanding of historical origins and cultural
identity alike as being seen as factually verifiable, as opposed to necessarily involving a political (as well as
social and cultural) act of identification.  In this regard, following Soares’ own detailed discussion of the
ambivalent situation such Portuguese immigrants found themselves in, forced to live under similar
conditions as enslaved Africans in Brazil, we may conjecture that they themselves could either identify
with another through capoeira as a cultural act of resistance to slavery and oppression, or treat slaves as
“others” with which they competed over the limited control that the capoeira maltas exerted over the realm
of the street; likely, such Portuguese immigrants and enslaved Africans could rarely afford to identify
exclusively “with” or “against” one-another.  One thing is for certain:  although those Portuguese
immigrants might be termed “white”, they were not the same “whites” that profited over the system of
slavery; indeed, even as late as 1930, the Portuguese were not infrequently derogatorily referred to by
names of clearly African origin – malange and mondrongo (L. Soares 184fn.58).
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From the other edge of the blade to the inside of history

One night I accidentally bumped into a man, and perhaps because of the near
darkness he saw me and called me an insulting name.  I sprang at him, seized his
coat lapels and demanded that he apologize.  He was a tall blond man, and as my
face came close to his he looked insolently out of his blue eyes and cursed me, his
breath hot in my face as he struggled.  I pulled his chin down sharp upon the
crown of my head, butting him as I had seen the West Indians do, and I felt his
flesh tear and the blood gush out, and I yelled, ‘Apologize!  Apologize!’  But he
continued to curse and struggle, and I butted him again and again until he went
down heavily, on his knees, profusely bleeding.  I kicked him repeatedly, in a
frenzy because he still uttered insults thouhg his lips were frothy with blood.  Oh
yes, I kicked him!  And in my outrage I got out my knife and prepared to slit his
throat, right there beneath the lamplight in the deserted street, holding him in the
collar with one hand, and opening the knife with my teeth – when it occurred to
me that the man had not seen me, actually; that he, as far as he knew, as in the
midst of a walking nightmare!  And I stopped the blade, slicing the air as I pushed
him away, letting him fall back to the street.  I stared at him hard as the lights of a
car stabbed through the darkness.  He lay there, moaning on the asphalt; a man
almost killed by a phantom (R. Ellison 1972 [1947]: 4).

Although having nothing directly to do with capoeira, and written with respect to

a social and historical situation far removed in both time and space from the milieu of the

street in nineteenth-century Rio de Janeiro, this passage nonetheless offers a powerful

counter-perspective to portrayals of the capoeiras as blood-thirsty and thoroughly

irrational beings. For although it too involves a near act of lethal black-on-white violence

carried out with a knife, along with the head-butts and kicks for which the capoeiras were

also known to employ in a fight, here the protagonist is responding to a provocation –

evidently a racial slur – rather than initiating one; and here it is the knife-wielder himself

that comes to realize that he was about to play into the very delusion that prevented his

antagonist from seeing him for what he really was.

Ellison’s overall strategy of countering racist conceptions of what it means to be

“black” and “marginal” – and seen as marginal because of his blackness –may be seen as
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first emerging in this very passage, the novel’s third paragraph.  Rather than directly

denying the association between blackness and street-violence – the “protagonist” here

does actually wield a knife and almost even kills someone out on a street at night –

Ellison proceeds to tie that association to a host of social and historical reasons, fleshed

out in multiple directions throughout the novel, that led the novel’s protagonist to respond

in the way he did to being insulted while walking out on the street that night.  The novel,

as crystallized in this paragraph, can be read as a sharp-edged allegory of the dire need to

cut across the naturalized codes of racial difference and miscomprehension precisely at

the point where fact and fantasy seemingly merge.

A poem by Ishmael Reed provocatively locates that pivotal point, in a poem

dedicated to Ellison’s novel, at the crossroads between “inside” and “outside”

understandings of history:

Dualism
in ralph ellison’s invisible man

i am outside of
history. i wish

i had some peanuts, it
looks hungry there in

its cage

i am inside of
history.  its hungrier than i

thot
(Reed quoted in Gates and McKay 1997: 2292).

In parodically voicing the existential difference between perceiving history from a safe

distance and living it up close, this poem indirectly evokes the unbridgeable chasm

separating historical representations of capoeira from representations of history as voiced

and embodied in the traditional style of the art form. The rift separating the two

perspectives on history voiced in the poem is unbridgeable in the sense that there is no

neat, stable framework with which to mediate between history as viewed or written from
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the “outside” and as witnessed or felt from the “inside”.36  Here, a “rigorous” distinction,

instead of getting you closer to history, takes the form of a cage that keeps you away

from it – and it from you.  From outside that cage, you can assume a comfortable and

even concerned relation to it, yet no mere “peanuts”, or empathetic stance, will get you

closer.37  Whereas, within that cage, you find yourself exposed to history’s insatiable

hunger – about to be devoured, or perhaps already ingested.

Still, the sudden switch in perspectives in the poem suggests that the inner and

outer boundaries of history can still traversed, even if such crossings cannot be fixed in a

more than metaphorical form, and metaphors are nothing if not mobile. After all, the

poem’s “i” does end up inside the cage, and the poem, in less than thirty words, still

manages to evoke a sense of the absurdity, danger, and untamed vitality of history.  One

way to make sense of this poem, then, is to read it as suggesting that the “inside” of

history is available only through figurative language – a perspective which plays off that

of Paul Ricoeur, for whom “historical discourse is a kind of extended metaphor – the

traditional definition of allegory” (quoted in White 1999: 4).  Whereas figuration tends to

be associated with fiction, and thereby as assuming a distanced relation to the allegedly

fact-based discourse of history,38 here it becomes capable of taking one closer to the

reality of history, or at least a particular sort of reality thereof.

                                                  
36 In the space between these perspectives, one can hear the echo of a related distinction, voiced by M. de
Certeau in inverted order: “Never will the gap separating reality from discourse be filled; to the very degree
that this discourse it is rigorous, it will be destined for futility” (de Certeau: 1988).  Here, M. de Certeau is
concerned with the fundamental ambivalence involved in writing about history and history as a form of
writing – an ambivalence at once contained in and covered up by the term “historiography” and its
coinciding practice: "Historiography (that is, “history” and “writing”) bears within its own name the
paradox – almost an oxymoron – of a relation established between two antinomic terms, between the real
and discourse.  Its task is one of connecting them and, at the point where this link cannot be imagined, of
working as if the two were being joined” (ibid: xxvii).
37 This point that resonates with Walter Benjamin’s critique of the use of empathy in historical
representation: “The methodological principle of empathy implied transporting the subject of historical
knowledge into the past rather than bringing the past into the present.  Although it looked like a method of
retrieval, it actually served to insulate the present against the influence of the past” (McCole 1993: 289).
38 As G. Spivak has remarked in this regard: “If the discipline of literary criticism is merely permitted to
indulge in the praise of metaphor, the discipline of history is expected to eschew metaphor as anything but
the incidental ornamentation of the reportage of fact” (Spivak 1990: 390).
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Besides inviting the reader to ruminate on the inner and outer contours of history

in a manner that detaches the term from its association with a more-or-less transparent,

“realistic” account of the past, Reed’s poem has a much less abstract, more culturally and

historically grounded connection to the “inner” and “outer” perspectives on capoeira’s

history pursued in this ensemble of sections.  Here, the difference between these

perspectives has less to do with the opposition between “subjective” and “objective”

views than it does with that between “black” and “white” accounts thereof.  But even

here, the distinction is not fixed, as the “black” perspective slides and shifts from

“outside” to “inside” and back again.  On the one hand, “blacks” have long been placed

outside history, in the sense that their collective experience has long been treated, at best,

as a footnote in official accounts of the past that really matters.  On the other, in large part

because of its very marginalization from the official channels of historical transmission,

their historical experience has been passed on through inner mediums not generally

recognized as properly historical, such as in stories passed on by word of mouth, songs

linked to cultural practices, and even the non-verbal dimensions of such practices, as in

dance and gestures.  And yet again, this very opposition can be inverted, to the extent that

we come to recognize the inside of history, the history that really matters, as taking place

on the street – a realm with which the historical experience of being black has been

intimately associated in Brazil and the United States alike.

Linking Reed’s poem back to the novel to which it is dedicated, it may be read as

alluding to the radical change in perspective of the protagonist of the Ellison’s novel

when he leaves an avowedly revolutionary organization known as the Brotherhood,

disheartened by its failure to adjust its “scientific” conception of history to the

countervailing signs of the street. 39  More than merely resulting in a changed

                                                  
39 M. de Certeau evokes a similarly radical change in perspective undergone when those studying social
and cultural practices renounce a “top-down” view of that which they are studying, in which these practices
might be “mapped” or “explained” (and thence managed and controlled), and instead begin to construct
open-ended connections between their perspectives and those practices; viewed from “street-level,” these
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understanding of such signs, however, the newfound situation of the novel’s protagonist

leads him to eventually adopt one of those very “signs” as a potentially deadly means of

self-defense.  For although the man he accidentally bumps into meant him no personal

physical harm, he presents an all-too-real threat to the invisible man’s self-esteem – a

threat that is itself based on centuries of violent abuse intended, one can only surmise, to

impose the feeling of inferiority that had equally long been imputed to his “race”.

In this regard, the principle failure of the Brotherhood – one can hardly help but

see its parallels to the Communist Party, particularly given the time in which the novel

was published, just after World War II, with the Cold War just beginning to freeze into

place -- lie in its blindness to issues of racial discrimination and inequality both out on the

street and in its own ranks.  The organization’s blindness, moreover, was intricately

linked to its conception of history:  “Outside the Brotherhood, we were outside history;

but inside of it they didn’t see us” (Ellison 1972: 488).  In other words, its members

attributed the agency for historical change to their own ranks, and yet failed to see that

they were internally reproducing the very sorts of discrimination and entrenched

inequality they were allegedly fighting against.

Once out on the streets himself, the invisible man begins to see history in a new

light – a light that also fundamentally reshapes his perception of the surrounding world in

which he is now immersed.  History is no longer projected forward into the ever-

forestalled future, as a goal of revolutionary change whose moment was never quite ripe;
                                                                                                                                                      
practices are reducible to neither individual choices nor impersonal forces, but are in fact, social  and
cultural  through and through.  As such, they thwart straightforward explanations and normative
representations alike, thereby calling for alternative modes of representation, conceptualization, and
research on the part of those who purport to study and portray such practices.   While Reed and Ellison
construct poetic and literary representations of this shift in perspective, de Certeau seeks to articulate a
theory of culture from “alongside” the perspectives of those who -- excluded from those privileged
vantage-points from which to orchestrate it from above -- live in its midst, actively practicing culture.
Lacking the autonomy to carve out spaces of their own, “popular” practices instead rely on the “tactical”
(de Certeau 1984: 13) uses of spaces and institutions which they do not own or control:  "A practice of the
order constructed by others redistributes its space; it creates at least a certain play in that order, a space for
maneuvers of unequal forces and for utopian points of reference" (ibid: 18).  De Certeau envisions his own
“theory” of practice as practical in this sense, redistributing the sociological circumscriptions of social
space so as to reveal the “play” involved in surviving within, let alone transforming, the increasingly
technocratic parameters of social order.
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and neither is it projected back into a foregone past, with no active connections with the

present.   Rather, as Ellison says of the sense of history which he was trying to get at

through the invisible man’s new-found connection to the social and cultural realm of the

street:  “Furtive, implacable and tricky, it inspirits both the observer and the scene

observed, artifacts, manners and atmosphere and it speaks even when no one wills to

listen” (Ellison 1972: xiii).  Along these lines, the novel’s protagonist, once divested of

what he now takes to be the false sense of authority and objectivity which he had as a

member of the Brotherhood, begins to take note of the very plural and contradictory

elements of black street culture to which the Brotherhood’s “scientific” view of history

and society had up until then blinded him.

An enigmatic figure named Rinehart catches the invisible man’s eye in particular,

as their paths cross numerous times, as this one individual appears to embody the very

cultural multiplicity and ambivalence that falls outside the Brotherhood’s conception of

history and society alike.  As the novel’s protagoinist at one point ruminates:

Still, could he be all of them:  Rine the runner and Rine the gambler and
Rine the briber and Rine the lover and Rinehart the Reverend?  Could he himself
be both rind and heart? ...  A vast seething, hot world of fluidity, and Rine the
rascal was at home.... It was unbelievable, but perhaps only the unbelievable
could be believed.  Perhaps the truth was always a lie.

Perhaps, I thought, the whole thing should roll off me like drops of water
rolling off Jack’s glass eye.  I should search out the proper political classification,
label Rinehart and his situation and quickly forget it (Ellison 1972:  486).

Here and elsewhere (ibid: xii), Ellison suggests that the incomprehension regarding

figures such as Rinehart is less the result of a lack of attention to the “black problem” in

the United States, than “a peculiar disposition of the eyes” of those who have long been

viewing blackness as a “problem”: journalists, sociologists, historians, politicians, and

even avowedly revolutionary leaders such as “Brother Jack”.   As he first states at the

beginning of the novel, just before the razor-blade incident, it is a “matter of the
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construction of their inner eyes, those eyes with which they look through their physical

eyes upon reality” (ibid: 3; my emphasis) – an ideologically imbued perspective of aloof

detachment figured in the “glass eye” of the former leader of the organization to which

the invisible man belonged.

Once outside on the streets on his own, then, the invisible man begins to realize

that he is amidst an altogether social and historical reality than that he had formerly been

led to see.  This realization that things were other than they had once seemed comes into

crystalline focus when, out of a momentary need for anonymity, he dons a very simple

disguise – a pair of dark shades and a wide-brimmed hat – only to find himself confused

with none other than Rinehart, like a spirit returned to haunt his every move.  This

mistaken identity has nearly disastrous consequences when he encounters a former friend

and member of the Brotherhood at a bar, and decides to test out his disguise, not yet

knowing just how well it worked.  The (near) fight in which that encounter inadvertently

results from his former friend’s misrecognition of him also happens to bring us full-round

back to the very object that first led me to associate the capoeiras with the invisible man:

(...)“Oh, take it easy,” I growled.  “A man can ask a question, can’t he?”
“You got your answer,” he said, turning completely around on the stool.

“So now I guess you ready to pull your knife.”
“Knife?” I said, wanting to laugh.  “Who said anything about a knife?”
“That’s what you thinking about.  Somebody says something you don’t

like and you kinda fellows pull your switch blades.  So all right, go ahead and pull
it.  I’m as ready to die as I’m gon’ ever be.  Let’s see you, go ahead!” (ibid: 476).

Here, the knife surfaces as the (mostly) unseen counterpart to the particular mode of

dressing and acting adopted by that particular class of social figures once known as

“zoot-suiters” – a simultaneously “marginal” and “black” style of which Rinehart was the

living archetype.   Only, the presumed presence of such knives – and readiness of those

possessing them to wield them – robs such figures of their vibrant ambivalence, reducing

them to racist caricatures of “blacks” as inherently violent and deceitful beings.  For at
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this point, the invisible man was still clung to the difference between donning the

disguise of such “marginal” figures and actually being one; only later (although earlier in

the novel) would that difference blur, once he carried a knife himself and almost killed a

man with it.

The invisible man’s various encounters with Rinehart, combined with the multiple

times he is mistaken for that very figure, would thus come to confirm a doubt that at one

point troubles the novel’s protagonist regarding the nature of history, while still a

member of the Brotherhood.  The suspicion arises when he notices three black youths

approaching him in a subway, not so much walking towards him as “dancing”  – “their

shoulders swaying, their legs swinging from their hips in trousers that ballooned upward

from cuffs fitting snug about their ankles” (ibid: 429-30).   Their peculiar gait or “strut”

reminds him of what a teacher of his had once said to him -- “You’re like one of these

African sculptures, distorted in the interest of a design” – to which he responds to his

own recollection, “Well, what design and whose?”  It was as if the youths’ fluid bodily

disposition had presented him his first glimpse “in the flesh” of the enigma of black

street-culture he would later witness in Rinehart, and its resistance to the explanatory

frameworks through which he had been taught to make sense of the world, as he then

proceeds to ruminate:

What if Brother Jack were wrong?  What if history was a gambler, instead of a
force in a laboratory experiment, and the boys his ace in the hole?  What if history
was not a reasonable citizen, but a madman full of paranoid guile and these boys
his agents, his big surprise! His own revenge? For they were outside, in the dark
.... running and dodging the forces of history instead of making a dominating
stand (ibid: 431).

Towards the end of the novel, it would turn out that “Brother Jack” was

something of a gambler himself:  namely, he gambles away the prospects of the invisible

man himself, and even the very lives of any number of  other “blacks”, such as Ras the

Destroyer – that stereotyped embodiment of the desire for revenge against the wrongs of
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history carried out against “blacks” in America – by manipulating them into instigating a

race riot, knowing all the time that the greater number of guns were held by the other

side.  The resulting riot, in turn, together with the fit of madness resulting from the

invisible man’s eventual recognition of having been so duped, would lead the story’s

protagonist to (literally and metaphorically) fall into a black hole – an underground realm

of imposed marginality that he would eventually adopt as integral to his identity.  And,

looping back to the beginning of the novel, the incident with the knife was – to use

Ellison’s/the invisible man’s term – a “crazylogical” consequence of that unavoidable

fall.

* * *

Now, it so happens that Ellison’s description of the social figures the invisible

man encounters walking in a subway in Harlem in the 1940s fits those given to the

capoeiras, and their “descendents”, the bambas or malandros,40 at least as snuggly as the

cuffs around their ankles – with the exception of the dark sun-glasses, that is, and a

number of other details.  Here, a journalist offers the following description of those

figures populating the streets of downtown Rio de Janeiro around the turn of the century,

as based on any number of similar descriptions found in magazine articles, memoirs, and

literary evocations of them written some decades later:

This type no longer exists for some time now; yet the legend of the sly figure with
a swaying walk who uses hats with wide brims, a large coat, loose and

                                                  
40 Dias (2001) argues that the “malandro” proper did not exist around the turn of the century, but would
only emerge a couple of decades later in large part as an intellectual creation; when he did emerge,
moreover, he would take the form of an individual social actor “between” social classes, and
characteristically “mulato” – “between” races.  He thus prefers the term “bamba” to refer to those figures
who inherited much of the cultural style (and legendary fighting ability) of the capoeiras, only no longer
articulated in groups known as maltas. Although a point worth bearing in mind, I nonetheless use
“malandros” to refer to that period as well, both because of the contemporary use of this term by
practitioners of “macumba” to refer to the spirits of social figures stemming from this very period, and so
as to reaffirm the popular, lower-class and predominantly “black” origins of that social figure over against
those who would appropriate him as a figure of “national” identity.
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unbuttoned, a silk shirt and tie in vivid colors, wide trousers with tight cuffs and
pointed shoes, who gets by without a fixed job or profession, meddling with
illegal games and gambling, prostitution, or small everyday thefts, who plays
capoeira, uses a navalha, and frequents both cabarets and macumba houses, that
[legend] resists time (L. Noronha 2003: 34).

The figure of the malandro has long been a popular subject of both everyday discussions

and academic debates, particularly with respect to how he fits into or represents national

identity (Caldeira 2000; Matos 1982; DaMatta 1979; Salvadori 1990; Zaluar 1994).  The

crux of the debate around the malandro thus far has centered around whether his rejection

of the (European/ UnitedStatesian) “work ethic” is to be treated as an affirmation of

“getting by” through other means in a hierarchical society with few opportunities for

social ascension through legitimate channels, or treated instead as complicit with the

widespread corruption that has come to pervade Brazilian society at all levels. In linking

this seeming archetype of “Brazilian” identity (whether negatively or positively valued)

to those marginal figures populating Ellison’s novel, however, I seek to relocate the

malandro with respect to the imposed and/or assumed identity of being black in Brazil

(and elsewhere).

* * *

A court proceeding carefully sifted through and recounted by the historian Sidney

Chaloub (1990: 220-227), offers a rare, “up-close” glimpse of the social world in which

the capoeiras were enmeshed, the increasingly blurred distinction between enslaved and

“free” blacks in Brazil toward the end of the nineteenth-century, and their ambivalent

relation of the capoeiras to the police and legal system as a whole.  It also offers insight

with regard to jus how thoroughly the forces of “order” and “disorder” – exemplified by

the police and the capoeiras respectively – were entangled with one-another – a point to

be fleshed out in more detail in the section following this one.
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The incident revolves around a stabbing – more precisely, a navalhada or razor

slashing – that took place during carnaval that year.  A group of men, masked, costumed,

and playing musical instruments, went out on the streets, only to encounter another one,

similarly attired; the result of that encounter was a fatally stabbed pardo [“brown” man,

in Brazilian “racial” terminology], whose identity was never discovered – one can only

wonder whether he belonged to one of the groups, who for some reason refused to

identify him, or whether he was a bystander to the encounter.  The man accused of this

homicide – apparently having confessed to it – was named Adolfo Ferreira Nogueira, also

known by the nicknames Adolfo Mulatinho (in reference to his brown-colored skin) and

Adolfo Cigarreiro (cigarette-seller).  Initially, he was assumed to be a “free black”, as he

lived alone and had a profession of sorts of his own.  According to the confession he

purportedly gave, he had killed the man in self-defense after first being threatened with a

knife by the deceased during the confusion resulting from the encounter between the two

groups; but this claim was treated as irrelevant, as more than one witness claimed that the

carnaval group in which Adolfo was found were made up of capoeiras – the implication

being that this proved his homicidal tendency.

Ironically, things proved somewhat more promising for the accused when he was

discovered to be a “slave”, as his owner, an aged woman, hired a lawyer to defend her

“property”.  Once this lawyer entered the scene, a competing account emerged, based on

both a report made by an assistant to the chief of police investigating the crime prior to

the confession having been made – or forced, according to the lawyer, and an eyewitness

account made by a Portuguese bystander. This report concluded, and the eyewitness

confirmed, that two men were responsible for the killing, both belonging to the other

carnaval group encountered by that of Adolfo.  Apparently, one of the men struck the

victim with a stick, and his colleague immediately thereafter finished him off with a razor

slash from the belly to the groin; the latter then turned with knife still in hand to attack

some soldiers who had just arrived to put an end to (or join in) the confusion.  The two
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men gave up to the soldiers when they found themselves outnumbered, however, and

were taken to the police station, where they were later identified by the eyewitness. Yet,

strangely, both men were released shortly thereafter, and neither the report nor the

eyewitness account would have made it to the trial had the lawyer not discovered them.

The court proceedings would go on for some three years, during which those

accused in this latter account were locked up and quickly released numerous times, as

Adolfo’s lawyer demonstrated with certificates annexed from the local jail.  From this

and other evidence, this lawyer elaborated and presented the following thesis regarding

the overall context as to why Adolfo had nonetheless been accused and his confession

forged, instead of those notorious criminals:

It seems impossible that in the capital of the empire, in this great commercial
center, in the first city of South America, that acts of the sort that lead to this trial
should occur; this horde of savages, truly beasts thirsting for human blood, and
that commit crimes with a smile on their lips and brag about their acts and test the
edges of their lethal instruments.  Meanwhile they reproduce, and why? (… )
because we don’t have men, because we don’t have judges, because our customs
are corrupted; and because the example comes from top down, and we have only
seen, besides the scandalous protection provided by bigwigs to these assassins,
the police themselves making use of them as secret agents on occasion... (quoted
from legal document in Chaloub 1990: 223).

Here, Adolfo’s lawyer accuses these men of the same overall crime that the slave he was

defending had been accused of – that of being a razor-wielding capoeira.  Only in this

case, the capoeiras are not portrayed as figures outside and diametrically opposed to those

“respectable” institutions and individuals, as was so commonly the case, but as

thoroughly enmeshed within a corrupt system, protected not only by the ranks of the

police but also by “bigwigs” – what the historian I am relying on here presumes to have

referred to politicians of the time.

Still, given that Adolfo had been labeled as a capoeira himself, and that it was he

and not these other individuals that were on trial, his lawyer also had to present a positive

image of Adolfo himself.  He thence proceeded to portray him as both an exemplary
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slave and worker – an odd conjunction no doubt connected to the fact that although

Adolfo was technically a slave, he nonetheless practiced a profession of sorts.  Basically,

Adolfo fended for himself, in his case selling cigarettes, and was largely left alone by his

owner – so long as he gave her a stipulated sum on a regular basis.  Slaves of this sort,

often referred to as escravos ao ganho or “slaves for hire”, enjoyed relative autonomy

from their masters while at the same time having to fend for themselves and pay their

weekly tribute.  It so happens that such slaves became known for being some of the

principle proponents of capoeira in the nineteenth-century, most likely because of the

greater mobility and anonymity that they had compared to slaves laboring directly for

their masters; perhaps for this very reason, Adolfo’s lawyer did not use that term to refer

to him.  Moreover, he presented a signed letter from the owner of the cigarette supplier

for whom Adolfo indirectly worked, explicitly attesting to Adolfo’s not being a capoeira.

Nonetheless, although Adolfo was initially found innocent by the jury, that

decision was overturned by the judge presiding over the case for “conflicting with the

evidence”, and Adolfo was sentenced to six years in prison, in December 1887.  The

historian sifting back through the details of this case surmises that the most plausible

explanation for the judge’s ultimate verdict was that the case was considered a direct

challenge to the authority and legitimacy of the legal and judicial apparatus.  As the

historian points out, one further irony was that Adolfo would officially become “free” –

as a result of the officially declared abolition of slavery – only a few months after

beginning his term in prison, where he would nonetheless remain.

* * *

As far as I know, a history of the multiple correspondences between social figures

such as Rinehart and Adolfo has yet to be written.  Here, the distance in both time and

space between the “zoot-suiters” in 20th-century Harlem and the capoeiras in 19th-century
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Rio de Janeiro renders such correspondences all the more striking.  Here, I only go so far

as to suggest that they may be seen as the tip of the iceberg of a “black atlantic” (see

Gilroy 1994) street-culture. Or, given that the metaphor of an iceberg is hardly

appropriate here, particularly with respect to Rio”s tropical climate, we could say, rather,

that with respect to that black atlantic street culture, they were but the “knife” that is

sometimes depicted as jutting out from the top of the head of sculptures of Esu-Elegbara,

the African-Yoruban orixá or deity the crossroads (see R. F. Thompson 1983).  Such an

image also offers one way of imagining what it was the invisible man’s teacher (or

Ellison himself) meant when – as mentioned earlier – he compared him to an African

sculpture, “distorted in the interest of a design.”

Known as Exu in Brazil, this divine being and principle of deceit and

transformation is also known as the patron “saint” of hustlers, prostitutes, and marginal

social figures of all sorts associated with the world of the street; indeed, the spirits of

dead hustlers and prostitiutes associated with the Afro-Brazilian religion of macumba in

Rio de Janeiro are known as exus, or povo da rua, “people of the street”, collectively, or

malandros and pombagiras,  when gendered as male hustlers or female prostitutes (see

V. Cardoso 2004).  Only here, their connection to the knife sometimes portrayed on

Exu’s head, far from iconic of the violence presumed to be an integral part of black street

culture as viewed through the distanced lens of “race”, constitutes “an emblem of Eshu’s

wonder-working powers” (Thompson 1983: 20):

When a knifelike element rises out of Elegba’s head, it is a sign that the display of
his powers has begun, the illustration of the wonder from which his special name,
Eshu Odara, ‘the Wonder-Worker,’ derives.  Songs for Odara in Ilodo and Ouidah
in West Africa mention this wondrous knife as a reference to the fact that the
pointed head of Eshu cannot shoulder ordinary burdens (ibid: 28).

Of course, it would be stretching things to say that the knives of the capoeiras, or of the

malandros that lived on after the demise of the capoeiras as organized groups, or those of

their “zoot-suiter” cousins thousands of miles as well as decades in time distant – actually



169

symbolized a creative power for them or those populating the social milieu to which they

belonged.41  And yet, when one considers that these knives were the preferred weapon of

urban slaves and their descendents – a population long subjected to heavy physical labor

and violent forms of coercion, well after the official end of slavery – it is hardly

unreasonable to attempt to place those wielding them in a more positive light.   As we

shall see towards the end of this ensemble of sections, gestures signifying such blades

could indeed be “distorted” into gestures of healing.

Here, the intent is not to glorify the capoeiras’ marginality as materialized in those

knives, nor to idealize those knives as symbols of African ancestrality, but to indirectly

counter the racist view of those blades as signifying an “inherent” propensity for violence

on the part of “black” men.  It is also to counter the subsumption of capoeira’s history

into a narrowly defined national identity, whose “black” origins are treated as but the

prelude to its rebirth as a modern Brazilian sport.  Through here tying the capoeiras to

figures found well beyond the boundaries of Brazil, I wish to highlight their relevance to

contemporary debates regarding African Diasporic culture more widely.  Conversely,

tying them to Ellison’s novel offers a means of getting inside their history, while at the

same time circumventing standard conceptions of the boundaries of what counts as

“inside.”

More than a few works of Brazilian literature explore the figure of the knife-

wielding malandro in Brazil – Manuel Antônio de Almeida’s Mémorias de um sargento

de milícias (1852), Aluísio Azevedo’s O Cortiço (1890), Adolfo Caminha’s Bom-Crioulo

(1895), Orestes Barbosa’s Bambambã! (1923), Antônio Fraga’s Desabrigo (1942), to

                                                  
41 No matter how unclear it is the extent to which those knives were deployed for malign purposes (murder,
say, either of one-another, or of “the Portuguese”, or of “innocent pedestrians”), it is fairly evident that they
were not used for directly benign purposes (such as the defense of the weak from the powerful, say).  Still,
in here resignifying them from an “ancestral” perspective, I hope to at least go some ways towards
inverting their former significance as material icons of violence and disorder for those viewing them from
the “outside” – without, however, essentializing that perspective as actually held by those wielding the
knives in question.  Here, my intent is to rework the frame of their interpretation, not to assert new “facts”
regarding what is being interpreted.
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name a few.42  Any one of these novels might have offered another way into the world of

the marginal world of the capoeiras/malandros as imagined from the “inside” as opposed

to as viewed from the outside.  What makes Ellison’s novel singularly powerful, however

is the way it gives voice to a subjective view of a specifically “black” – as opposed to

only “marginal” -- street culture, and the existential dilemmas of being “black”, from a

first-person perspective that nonetheless continually disrupts conventional ways in which

that culture and those dilemmas tend to be framed.  Rather than merely invert the

perspective from “outside” to “inside”, then, it provocatively reworks the very framing of

that perspective, as Ellison’s protagonist “shapes, edits, and narrates his own tale, thereby

combining action with the representation of action and defining reality by its

representation” (Gates 1988: 106).

It is tempting, then, to say that although the invisible man nearly kills a man with

his razor at the beginning of his novel, what makes him truly dangerous is not his

proficiency with the knife, but that with the pen.  Of course, one might say this would be

to confuse the novel”s protagonist with its author; it is the invisible man’s very

willingness to wield a knife that perhaps most readily distinguishes him from Ellison

himself.  Still, as the novel’s epilogue affirms, it is only by writing down his own story,

and communicating it with others, that all the pain, abuse, and deception the invisible

man has suffered can begin to make sense – and not a sense that is tamed by a neat,

“either-or” logic, but one that is capable of saying “yes” and “no” at the same time, for

“only in division is there true health” (Ellison 1972: 566, 563).   What makes Ellison’s

novel so politically poignant is the way it takes racial stereotypes – in this case, that of a

knife-wielding black man – and proceeds to “reveal the human complexity which such

stereotypes are designed to conceal” (ibid: xviii).  It so happens that Ellison himself was

familiar with razors, as much of the material of the book came out of the stories he heard

                                                  
42 Certain of the historical and poetic connections of such works to the capoeiras have been pursued by
Salvadori (1991) – connections that intersect at various points with those pursued herein.



171

while working at a barber-shop; still he chose the pen as his own particular instrument for

cutting through the illusions of racialized difference and racial harmony alike, and

inscribing his own singular perspective of the world in their place.43

Shortly, we will address how capoeira (Angola), as played in the present, offers a

similarly critical and strongly ambivalent way of making sense of Brazil’s own

convoluted history of racial dissension and social struggle. As a ritualized art involving

repeatable signs, this art also “textualizes” that past world (see Clifford 1986: 117),

critically inscribing such memories over against the racial gaze and its various guises.

Sim, sim, sim/não, não, não, a capoeira song runs (see Part One, “An initial view…”); or,

as a popular expression for ambivalent, “damned if you do, damned if you don’t”

situations goes, “é uma faca de dois gumes” – “a double-edged blade.”  Indeed, as we

shall see in the next section, such blades could be taken up by the very social and

ideological forces that typically treated them as all-too-clear signs of violence and

disorder.

                                                  
43 “Having worked in barbershops where that form of oral art flourished, I knew that I could draw upon the
rich culture of the folk tale as well as that of the novel, and that being uncertain of my skill I would have to
improvise upon my materials in the manner of a jazz musician putting a musical theme through a wild-star-
burst of metamorphosis” (Ellison 1972 [1947]: xix).
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“Shaving the heads of the blacks”

Only God knows why [Coelho Bastos] entered that office [Police Chief].
They no longer had the urban guard of the glorious traditions:  the bas-fond of the
police had a gap to be filled.  Then Mister Coelho remembered the capoeiras (...)
usable lads!   Besides this, being with him, they would not be against him: he
would thereby smooth out the obstacle they presented.  To the navalhas!

And the razor began to be an indispensable thing, on Lavradio Street.
These days, the razor rules.  That which, in principle, was a secret recourse to fill
out the ranks of the upholders of public security, is now a vital element and a
characteristic of this administration.  The regulars will henceforth wear at their
chest, instead of the classic whistle, a pendent razor.  The razor is the obsession of
Mister Bastos.  He wants to see lightning-like flashes of iron in the air; he fell in
love with those sharpened edges.  He declared himself to be the perpetual defender
of the noble classes of the navalhistas [razor-users] and the barbers.  He even
bought, for his own use, a splendid ‘Rodgers’ blade with an ivory handle, his
inseparable companion.

With the razor, he shaves the heads of the blacks.  His subaltern agents
slash their bellies, the chief shaves their heads (Pompéia, Raul, ‘A navalha do sr.
Coelho’, Obras Completas, vol. 5.  Rio de Janeiro: Ed. Civilização Brasileira –
OLAC, 1982, p.129; originally published in Gazeta da Tarde, 22 Dec. 1885;
quoted in Bretas 1991: 240, 241).

Although it is uncertain exactly how literally we are to take this passage as a

whole or its various details, given the hardly insignificant dose of irony with which it is

infused, what is hardly disputable is the extent to which the police – along with any

number of politicians and other members of the elite – made use of the capoeiras for their

own purposes.  For the use of capoeiras as a secret corps within the police ranks is quite

well documented (Bretas 1991, Holloway 1993, Karasch 1987, L. Soares 1994, 2002):

recruited from amongst the ranks of those imprisoned, in all likelihood as a condition for

their release, such capoeiras-turned-secret-police would serve not only as informants as to

the activities of the capoeira maltas, but also as agents charged with carrying out

nefarious acts to with which the regular ranks of the police – let alone their officers and

overarching authorities – were deemed best not to be associated (Dias 2000: 142).  The
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particular police chief cited here, Coelho Bastos, was particularly well known for putting

that secret corps of capoeiras to use (L. Soares 1994: 288-289).  Moreover, more than a

few members of both the police and the military are said to have practiced the art,

including the police major, Miguel Nunes Vidigal, who became (in)famous for the

beatings and whippings to which he subjected those known for playing capoeira no less

than those caught with a knife of any kind.44 Indeed, interactions between the capoeiras

and the ranks of the police and military were by no means always conflictual, as

suggested by the following passage taken from a newspaper some years earlier:

They were many.  Numerous privates from the Army and capoeiras were there
yesterday, while off-duty, on the Conceição Street.  Why they congregate there
and why it is they come together, in such great harmony, the maintainers of order
and the constant perturbers of it, is what we don’t know (Jornal de Comércio, 4
Feb. 1878; quoted in L. Soares 1994: 79).

Such interactions were not limited to the street, moreover; as a historian of the Brazilian

military notes, the institution’s apprentice schools “had been partly subverted into

capoeira schools that propagated values and practices that military discipline was

intended to suppress” (Beattie 2001: 147).

But, to return to the initial passage on the police chief’s fascination with the

capoeiras and their navalhas, what is particularly remarkable is its assertion that they

were officially re-appropriated by the very representatives of “order” to whom they were

the seeming antithesis: not only the fancy blade imported from Europe carried around by

the chief of police himself, but their adoption as an emblem worn as pendants by the

police ranks themselves. If a certain kind of identification did indeed take place between

otherwise opposed “sides” of the daily war on the streets, it is equally evident that such

identification did not ease the racial animosity at play in that context, however.  Rather

than treat the navalhas as iconic of the violence and disorder the capoeiras were

                                                  
44 Vidigal’s fictionalized appearance in Manuel Antônio de Almeidas’ novel, Memórias de um Sargento de
Milícias (2001[1852], played a substantial role in transforming him into a legendary figure.
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presumed to embody, here the police treat the capoeiras themselves just as instrumentally

as their blades – as useful weapons in a not-quite-overtly declared war between the police

and all those presumed to be proponents of “disorder” out on the streets of Rio – in this

case, no longer the capoeiras per se, but the larger population of “blacks” of which they

were a part.

 Indeed, the passage’s reference to “shaving the heads of the blacks” was far more

than just a rhetorical flourish.45  In itself, such a phrase re-inscribes the fixed line of racial

prejudice over the blurred boundary between order and disorder. For the practice of

shaving heads to which it refers would be implemented with the intent of stigmatize those

thus marked as criminal “others”, effectively stamping their heads with the “signature” of

the Law.  Such a punishment was inflicted not only on capoeiras and malandros, who

were well known for letting their hair grow out, but also on prostitutes, who were likely

to find it a good deal more difficult to practice their trade – and here, black prostitutes

were evidently much more likely than white prostitutes (Rago 1991: 244).  But at least as

telling – and perplexing – is the role given to the capoeiras themselves: no longer

“disorderly elements” out on the streets slashing the bellies or throats of their enemies –

whether the Portuguese, “innocent passerbys”, or the members of other gangs, here they

are “subaltern agents” of the police themselves, deployed against the very population of

“blacks” to which the capoeiras were generally presumed to belong. Here, it would seem

that the terror that the capoeiras were seen as embodying by white/European/elites is
                                                  
45 Indeed, such a practice, along with its racist connotations, would be parodically recalled in a samba song
by Moreira da Silva, in this case regarding an actual police commissioner named Deraldo Padilha, many
decades later (C. Matos 1982: 57-59).  Here, his principle targets were now termed malandros, rather than
capoeiras, although they did customarily wear the same style of pants (as well as the zoot-suiters described
by Ellison), with wide legs but narrow cuffs; apparently, when Padilha caught figures dressed this way
tested, he would have a lime inserted inside those pants -- and would have the bottom of the pants cut out if
the lime didn’t come out on its own.  But an even more clear sign of being a malandro – such a style of
pants apparently became quite fashionable despite the commissioner’s disdain for them – was their long,
frizzed out hair, thereby prefiguring that which would come to be known as “Afros” in the United States, or
cabelo “black” or even “black power” in Brazil.  As the song composed by Moreira by the name of that
commissioner goes, the malandro-subject of the song is caught by Padilha while walking out on the street
at night with his “black” girlfriend – called a monkey by the commissioner, thrown to the ground, found
“guilty” through the lime test, has his pants cut, and taken off to jail, only to have his hair shaved off – and
to top it all off, the malandros’ name turns out to be Chico Cabeleira – approximately, “Afro Al.”
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mimetically appropriated by the police, and thereby turned back against the very

population typically associated with the practice by those eyes.

Still, I would suggest that something else was involved than one form of terror

being pitted against another – that which the capoeiras represented to those elite eyes, and

that which the police deployed against the capoeira gangs and the black population of Rio

more generally.46  Here, Walter Benjamin’s “Critique of Violence” (1978c)  is

illuminating in this regard, in arguing for the central place of violence in both

“preserving” the law, and in “making” new laws, and the danger that violence enacted by

individuals “outside” the law represents to the legal system as a whole.  As I read it, one

of the principle values of Benjamin’s difficult essay lies in its sustained refusal of a neat

separation between “legitimate” and “illegitimate” forms of violence, where the former is

practiced exclusively by the State – a distinction long held to be fundamental to the

constitution of a “civilized”, “modern” society; whereas, Benjamin calls attention to just

how closely violence and the law are intertwined, and the danger of vesting state violence

with unwarranted legitimacy. As he at one point states:

...the law’s interest in a monopoly of violence vis-à-vis individuals is not
explained by the intention of preserving legal ends but, rather, by that of
preserving the law itself; that violence, when not in the hands of the law, threatens
it not by the ends that it may pursue but by its mere existence outside the law
(Benjamin 1978c: 281).

Such a statement casts a different light on the police chief’s decision to exploit the

capoeiras and the violence with which they were associated: “...being with him, they

would not be against him: he would thereby smooth out the obstacle they presented”.

Rather than being seen, say, as a case of the institution of the police being “corrupted”

through its secret alliance with illegal organizations and their illegitimate acts of

violence,  following Benjamin we might see this police chief’s actions as but a

                                                  
46 L. Soares (2002: 547-548) makes such an argument with respect to a different moment in the history of
the capoeiras, although he is careful to address just how intricately intertwined and mutually re-enforcing
these two forms of terror were.
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particularly keen example of a flaw inherent in the “reason(ing)” of the law itself – with

the “law” here understood as the conjunction of the legal system and the police institution

charged with upholding the laws stipulated thereby.  For although the police allegedly

only enforce existing laws, they in fact are continually both “arbitrating” over matters in

which “no clear legal situation exists, and upholding the authority of the legal institution

to which they belong over all else. As such, the line between the enforcement of the law,

and the violation of those very realms of human interaction allegedly protected by the

law, is a murky one at best (Benjamin 1978c: 286-287).

Benjamin’s essay, which begins as a critique of violence, unfolds into a critique

of “the persistence of force in liberal institutions” (Hanssen 2000: 4).  We could say

along similar lines that the police chief’s advocacy of the use of the capoeiras and their

knives – far from either simply an instance of the “corruption” of power, or a legitimate

means of containing illegal violence through its appropriation by the state-sanctioned

police – effectively propagated violence through its very legitimization.  In turning what

had been a “secret recourse” into a “vital element” of his administration, the police chief

was rendering explicit the no-less “secret” propensity for violence of the police institution

as a whole – a propensity of which those blades constituted the material icon.

But why was this police chief so fascinated with the navalha  in particular?

Needless to say, we cannot step inside his head to find out, but a comparison Kant once

made between the role of critique in “setting limits to speculative reason” to a “police

chief’s task” of averting “the eruption of violence among the citizenry” (Hanssen 2000:

5) offers an indirect point of conjecture as to possible figurative dimensions of those

blades.  Here, indulging in a bit of speculation ourselves by inverting Kant’s comparison,

and recalling the etymological connection between “critique” and “cutting” or

“disccrimination” discussed toward the beginning of this second part, we might ask

whether the police-chief saw the capoeiras’ razors as instruments through which to

inscribe the proper boundaries of “reason” on the heads and bellies of the “blacks”.
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Approached from such an angle, the police chief’s positive association between

“razor-wielders” and barbers, may be read as an appeal to the “legitimate” use for which

such blades were intended, even while infusing such a “civilized” act as shaving – or

surgery – with the violence imbued in those blades through their link to the capoeiras.

Here, it is worth noting that doctors and any one else known for perfoming any type of

allegedly health-related incisions, were often referred to as barbeiros at the time, in

reference at once to their favored tools, and their still generally non-prestigious and

unprofessional standing (Shwarcz 1993: 193).   Following Kant’s equation of “critique”

with the duty of the police, we could say that the capoeiras’ “barbarous” violence takes

on a legitimate (“clean-shaven”) face when redeployed to avert “the eruption of violence”

– in this case that of the bodily mass of slaves and former slaves over against respectable

and reason-bound (white/European/wealthy) citizens.  For the police chief, the navalhas

thus figure as both instruments and icons of discrimination – in this case, between the

“civilized (whites)” and the “savage (blacks)”.

As Hanssen notes regarding Benjamin’s project as subsequently taken up and

elaborated in post-structuralist writings, one particularly prominant trope to emerge from

such writings would be that of a “counterviolence” – “a symbolic, figurative, discursive

force, wielded as a counterprinciple,” with the intent of undoing “metaphysical,

institutional, sedimentations of force, especially the violence exercised by instrumental

reason, with its logic of practices of exclusion” (Hanssen 2000: 14).   Along such lines,

we may refigure the capoeiras’ navalhas over against their appropriation by the police

chief and the institution that he headed.   Of course, such blades were no doubt actually

used on occasion, sometimes with mortal consequences – the story of Adolfo, told earlier,

attests to this.  But nonetheless – as that story attests all the more forcefully – the “terror”

that the capoeiras represented to those white/European/elites writing about them here

emerges as inextricably tied to the violence not only of the police institution, but of the

overall system that subjugated the black population whose “inherent” propensity for
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violence they were seen as embodying. 47  As this institutionalized violence of that social

order was deemed “natural”, any challenge to that order had to be seen as “aberrant” – a

discriminatory logic that we continue to see operating all the way into the present.

Irony of ironies, this journalist’s remarks on the police chief’s blurring of the

boundary between the “forces of order” and those of “disorder”, as exemplified by his

ambivalent attitude toward the capoeiras’ and their blades, would be made only four years

before an all-out war against the capoeiras – including their use by the police themselves –

would be declared.  Still, although that “war” did significantly reduce the presence of the

capoeiras on the streets of Rio, it did not succeed in surgically removing the violence and

disorder with which they were associated.  Moreover, it did not succeed entirely in

squashing the desire for liberty on the part of enslaved Africans and their descendents, of

which such “violence” and “disorder” may well have been the indirect expression – that

desire as seen through the eyes of terrified elites, and reacted to by turning violence back

against who first bodied forth the desire that was taken as nothing other than a

manifestation of violence, an eruption of disorder. Rather, both that violence and that

desire would be displaced into the margins and interstices of the new (yet all-too-similar)

republican social order that took the place of the older orders of slavery and monarchy.48

                                                  
47 M. Taussig’s analysis of the terror, torture and other forms of violence linked to the rubber industry in the
Amazon during colonial times, as viewed through the writings of Timerman and Casement in particular,
speaks to our subject-matter here:  “From the reports of both Timerman and Casement it is obvious that
torture and institutionalized terror is like a ritual art form, and that far from being spontaneous, sui generis,
and an abandonment of what are often called ‘the values of civilization,’ such rites have a deep history
deriving power and meaning from those values. What demands further analysis here is the mimesis
between the savagery attributed to the Indians by the colonists and the savagery perpetrated by the colonists
in the name of what Julio César Arana called civilization.  This reciprocating yet distorted mimesis has
been and continues to be of great importance in the construction of colonial culture – the colonial mirror
that reflects back onto the colonists the barbarity of their own social relations, but as imputed to the savage
or evil figures they wish to colonize” (Taussig 1992: 164).
48 It is beyond the scope of this ensemble of sections to address at length why this shift in attitudes towards
the capoeiras would come about, but for an in-depth discussion of this historical period centered around the
multiple roles played by the capoeira maltas, see L. Soares 1994: 247-310.
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Gilberto Freyre, the “Black Guard”, and beyond

... Medeiros e Albuquerque, who was one of the Republican agitators at the time

... confesses to having left his home carrying an excellent Smith and Wesson and
two cartons of bullets in open defiance of the monarchy in order to face the
monarchist forces -- the Black Guard.  Thus armed, the bravos of the Republican
Club, among whom there were certainly some mestiços , set out to repel what
seemed to them to be 'aggression' on the part of the Negroes of a Black Guard
armed only, Medeiros states, with clubs and razors.  It is not surprising that the
volleys of the Club produced many victims among the heroic blacks, whose
bodies, according to Medeiros, 'were hidden by the police.'  'The Travessa da
Barreira [cross-street] was literally jammed with a bloody and panicky multitude,'
that is, the mass of Negroes from the Black Guard, all of whom had relied only on
their skill in capoeira or upon the said clubs and razors.

Medeiros adds another detail about the way the Republicans confronted
that mob of blacks:  ‘We loaded our revolvers and, opening the windows a crack,
extended one arm outward, discharging the five bullets in the chamber.  Then we
reloaded and repeated the process.'  It was a sort of Ku Klux Klan affair, similar
to incidents in the American South, a racial war between blacks and whites.  This
white – or near-white – bourgeois minority organized the republican movement
on the basis of the technical superiority of armed force, and employed it against
colored people whose only crime was one that could never be attributed to the
Republicans: an excessive and active feeling of loyalty and gratitude (Freyre
1970: 10-11)

This passage is taken from a two-volume tome entitled Order and Progress

written by the prolific Brazilian intellectual, Gilberto Freyre (1970), in the 1950’s, even

as capoeira was reemerging as a now legitimate cultural practice on its way to becoming

a national sport (for some). It recounts an episode just prior to the eventual removal of

(the) capoeira(s) from the streets of the emergent metropolises of Brazil.  The historical

scene described thereby involves a confrontation between avid proponents of the

Republican movement in Brazil in 1889 – just before the nation would be declared a

Republic – and a militant group known as the Black Guard, which created a wealth of
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controversy at the time, and about which a fair amount has been written in recent years,

but surprisingly little is known for certain.

Researchers by and large agree with Freyre’s representation of the Black Guard as

comprised predominantly of recently “freed” black men, many or all of who were also

renown and feared capoeiras.  In recent years, however, a number of authors have cast a

heap of doubt on Freyre’s claim that this group sought only to defend the monarchy from

said Republican agitators in gratitude towards Princess Isabel for having declared the

official abolition of slavery. Of course, they were no kinder to the view espoused in many

newspaper articles at the time that the members of the Black Guard were nothing but a

rabble of capoeiras that took to the streets to celebrate the end of slavery in the way they

liked best – indiscriminatingly  slashing others with their infamous blades (see L. L.

Soares 1994, Gomes 1991, Machado 1994).  One later historian, allegedly basing his

account on what his grandfather – a conservative (pro-monarchy) minister at the time –

had told him, went so far as to affirm that what passed for the Black Guard was actually

comprised entirely of plain-clothed police pretending to be capoeiras sent to disrupt

Republican rallies (Gomes 1991: 83).  Still, a dispatch reporting the incident to the police

chief suggests otherwise, as it claims that more than thirty men, almost all “of color”

were shot during this confrontation (ibid: 77); one may surmise that had all these men

been police, they would not have willing sacrificed themselves just to keep their disguise

intact.

What the Black Guard’s overall intentions were is still largely a matter of

conjecture, as its members left no records in that regard, and the records that do exist do

no coalesce into anything approaching a coherent account:  while Freyre would revoice

the view of those who saw the capoeiras as former slaves attempting to express their

gratitude to Princess Isabel,49 others considered them capoeiras secretly released from

                                                  
49 Rui Barbosa, a Republican politician and central figure in the Brazilian political scene for a number of
decades, would go so far as describing the Black Guard as an initiation rite in which freed “blacks” would
go into a “quasi-trance” as they swore fidelity to princess “Isabel, the Savior” (Gomes1991: 83).
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prison by officials of the Monarchy to disrupt Republican rallies, whereas still others

would go so far as to assert that they were actually nothing more than police in

plainclothes who pretended to be the feared Black Guard so as to disperse any street

rallies seen as contrary to the monarchical regime’s interests (Gomes 1991; L. Soares

1994).  Indeed, the incompatibility of those accounts is reflected in the highly varied

historical assessments of the Black Guard that have been published in recent years:  from

studies claiming that the formation of this group was an expression of a nascent form of

organized black militancy (Gomes 1991), possibly stemming from the religious

irmandades or “Brotherhoods” – some of the few organizations made up entirely of

“blacks”, “free” or enslaved, whose activities have also been associated with the

capoeiras (Trochim 1988); to others, claiming that the Black Guard was was organized in

support of the “mulato” abolitionist and newspaper owner, José do Patrocínio (Magalhães

1969, quoted in Soares 1994: 226); to yet other studies seeing that organization as a

means by which the Monarchy manipulated the attempt on the part of “free” blacks to

assume an active role in the intense political struggles going at this moment just after the

abolition of slavery and just before the declaration of the Republic (Ricci 1990, in L.

Soares 1994: 227).

Still, of the actions attributed to this group, the event narrated by Freyre stands out

for more than its remarkable violence.  For one, it also offers a compelling counter-image

to that of a racially harmonious Brazil – the “myth of racial democracy” whose

intellectual authorship is largely attributed to Freyre.    Moreover, this particular episode

foreshadows the massive campaign initiated against the capoeiras more generally the

following year, in which their presence – at least in an armed and organized form –

would be once and for all excised from the streets of Rio.

The story might well be read as recounting a fateful moment in the history of the

capoeiras in particular, and “blacks” more generally, subsequently subsumed within the

overarching history of Brazil through the combined eradication of the capoeiras from the
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streets and the transition from a slave-holding monarchy to a modern Republic.  Indeed,

one can already detect within this story the seeds of at least one component of the

mythical depiction of Brazil as a country relatively free of racism and racial antagonism

that Freyre and others spent so much intellectual energy to nourish:  namely, his refusal

to acknowledge even an inkling of racial consciousness (see Hanchard 1994) on the part

of the Black Guard themselves.  At the same time, this passage is singularly striking for

its association of this apparent massacre to the racial wars of the southern United States,

particularly given that so much of his writings – and those inspired by him – are oriented

towards contrasting the relative lack of racial tension present in Brazilian culture and

history to that pervading the United States (see Silva 1998).   Apparently, he was more

willing to recognize an element of racial consciousness on the part of “whites” – here

explicitly canalized in racist actions – than admit the possibility that “blacks” might begin

to consciously question and contest the centuries of racial oppression and violence

inflicted upon them.

Indeed, when Freyre briefly turns back to the subject of the capoeiras towards the

end of his volume, they serve as little more than a counterpoint to his grand – if ironically

told – narrative of progress as centered around the city and streets of Rio:

... Thus Rio was ‘civilizing’ itself, as one journalist put it.  No more yellow fever,
no more street stands, no Negro women selling things on the elegant new mosaic
sidewalks.  It was a city which seemed to be making every effort to show how
different republican Brazil had become from the Brazil of Pedro II.  And with a
different tempo of progress.  It was a difference for the better, nearly everyone
agreed, though there was the occasional protest from an old diehard.  Even crime
was changing;  no longer merely the common rustic disorder perpetuated by
loutish Negroes, it was becoming European in pattern and being practiced by
sophisticated Italians....  Italians, French, Jews; contrabandists, pimps, swindlers.
Compared to such men the 'capoeiras'  who plagued [police chief] Sampaio
Ferraz were reduced to the stature of disorderly children, mulattos who
sadistically carved up Portuguese bellies out of pure adolescent jealousy of the
adult rich.  They did not steal their victims’ pocketbooks or take the diamond
rings from their fingers or gold cuff links from their sleeves.  They didn't intend to
kill them; they simply knifed them for the pleasure of knifing.  But with the
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growth of industrialism came a corresponding growth in violence in the cities.
The police were forced to become much more scientific in their methods of
combating robberies and assassinations. . . (Freyre 1970: 264).

In here reiterating the seemingly inexhaustible representation of the capoeiras as “loutish

negros” or “mulattos who sadistically carved up Portuguese bellies out of pure adolescent

jealousy of the adult rich”, he offers a considerably different picture from his earlier

depiction of the capoeiras of the Black Guard, “whose only crime was ... an excessive

and active feeling of loyalty and gratitude” towards the monarchy.  Moreover, although

one can hardly miss the ironic tone of the passage, in which even criminality

“progresses”, that irony does not suffice to undercut the racist presuppositions voiced

therein.

Juxtaposed against this later passage, Freyre’s earlier account attests to the

relative ease with which the violence subjected by black peoples and cultural practices in

Brazil may be covered over and smoothed out through the overall conception of history

to which the Republicans subscribed – and to which he gives voice in this book.  The

quote by Auguste Comte with which Freyre begins the book is telling in this regard:

“Progress is the development of order”.  Besides rendering the twin terms “Order and

Progress” basically redundant (it would then read as “Order and the Development of

Order”), this phrase betrays what might well be read as an anti-historical premise of

positivistic thought, as here the implicit objective of historical action is to put an end to

“history” as an ever-changing and impredictable (hence “chaotic”) course of events.  In

any case, Republican proponents of a positivistic conception of history-as-progress(ive

order) would make the matter of ordering the space of the street – a space long associated

with the circulation of slaves and other lower-class elements – a priority when they came

into power only months after this incident took place.

“No more yellow fever, no more street stands, no Negro women selling things on

the elegant new mosaic sidewalks” – we might say that this emptying out of the streets of

all that which is seen as impediments to the pursuit of progress was caught on film by the
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photographer Augusto Malta shortly after the turn of the century.  Malta would be

employed by Pereira Passos, the mayor of the time, to record the results of his massive

restructuration of the arteries of the city, involving the widening and straightening out of

its principle streets, and removal of the “cancer-like” collective living establishments, or

cortiços, that housed the majority of the city’s poor population (see Chaloub 1996).  The

most readily and consistently noticeable feature of the majority of such photographs (see

Loureiro 1994) is indeed the relative lack of people – or other “obstructions” – on the

streets of the rapidly “modernized” capital.  Together, Malta and Passos, the

photographer and urban planner turned mayor, sought to transform the positivistic dream

of order into a reality – or at least a carefully framed representation of reality in which

contravening signs such as the persistence of poverty and racial discrimination could be

conveniently removed from view.

Although Freyre the sociologist at least did not edit out all the smudges in his own

sweeping depiction of the changes wrought by the Republicans when they came to

power, the mode in which he himself recalls those changes contributes to the projection

of a history of modern Brazil as relatively free of racial dissension.  Here, John Berger’s

remark on the originally happy, three-way marriage of positivism, photography, and

sociology echoes that between Passos, Malta and Freyre:

What sustained them all was the belief that observable quantifiable facts, recorded
by scientists and experts, would one day offer man such a total knowledge about
nature and society that he would be able to order them both.  Progress would
replace metaphysics, planning would resolve social conflicts, truth would replace
subjectivity, and all that was dark and hidden in the soul would be illuminated by
empirical knowledge (Berger and Mohr 1982: 99).

Yet, detached from the grand narrative of progress in which Freyre inserted it, the

account of the massacre of the Black Guard bears re-reading as a breach in that very

history, attesting rather to the illusory foundation on which the pursuit of this limited

conception of progress is based.   Here, two aspects of that account come to mind in
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particular:  the way the Republican agitators blindly fired their Smith and Wessons,

refusing to witness the massacre which resulted from their actions, and, in turn, the

hiding of the corpses of the victims of that massacre by the police.  Thus highlighted,

what is most revealing about this account is not its depiction of violence – which, after

all, can be seen as either ultimately necessary for progress, or as at most a tragic moment

in history now long past – but the very process of veiling that violence.  Of course, the

Republicans’ refusal to stick their heads out the window might well have been motivated

by fear – despite the fact that they were apparently the only ones with guns – but this

only attests further to the blinding effects of racial terror, and the violence to which it can

all-too-easily lead, whether responding to actual or only imagined dangers.  Moreover,

although it also remains unclear why the police are described as “hiding” the bodies

rather than just taking them away or “cleaning up” after the event, this ambiguity only

calls further attention to the known sympathy on the part of the military for the

Republican cause – a sympathy that would take concrete form in the establishment of a

military dictatorship shortly after Brazil was officially declared a Republic less than a

year after this incident.

Thence singled out and critically re-read, Freyre’s account thus attests not only to

the violence suffered by black peoples and culture in Brazil in the name of Order, but

also to the relative ease with which that violence may be covered up by the very historical

narratives that purport to recount it.

* * *

Racism stands apart by a practice of which it is a part and which it
rationalizes: a practice that combines strategies of architecture and
gardening with that of medicine -- in the service of the construction of an
artificial social order, through cutting out the elements of the present
reality that neither fit the visualized perfect reality, nor can be changed so
that they do (Bauman 1989: 65; italics added).
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As mentioned earlier, one of the very first steps that the Republicans would take

when they did assume power was that of crushing the capoeira maltas and ridding the

streets of all ostensive signs of their presence.  Indeed, when Sampaio Ferraz presented

himself to the military-marshal-turned-president, Deodoro da Fonseca, as the newly

chosen police chief in 1889, his first words, or so legend has it, were: “Here I am,

Marshall, at your service and that of the Republic, to tear off the face of our land our

greatest embarrassment: the capoeiras!” (Dias 2001:  143).  Less than a year later, as the

capoeiras were already being rounded up and summarily – without a hearing or trial –

shipped off to the far-off island penal colony of Fernando de Noronha, that intention

would make its way into the Republican Penal Code:

Art. 402.  To practice on the streets public squares exercises of agility and bodily
skill, known by the name of capoeiragem; to participate in correrias [forays on
the streets], with weapons or instruments capable of inflicting bodily wounds,
provoking tumult or disorders, threatening persons known or unknown, or
instilling dread or any misdeed:
Penalty: Encarceration for two to six months.

On paper, being shipped off to a penal colony was reserved for those who committed a

repeat infraction, but this was largely skirted in practice, along with the formalities of

legal proceedings more generally (Bretas 1989; L. Soares 1994).  And once again, the

wording of this law reiterates the sliding signification between capoeira as an art of

bodily movement, and as a name for anyone creating “disorder” or wielding a sharp

instrument in a threatening manner.

 Here, the Republicans’ police-orchestrated act of excising the presence of the

capoeiras and their blades from the streets of Rio was but the first step towards slicing

into the urban landscape of the city – which also entailed cutting out of the fabric of the

city all of those considered “social undesirables” (L. Noronha 2003: 58-60).   Tellingly,

as early as 1870, numerous politicians began calling for drastic “surgery” to be carried

out on the clogged and twisted veins and arteries of the city, but at the time, low finances
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and concerns regarding the aggravation of the housing shortage that would surely result

stalled such measures.  It was only when the Republicans took power, that they initiated a

massive, systematic campaign of urban transformation, now with the explicit purpose of

ridding the city of the cortiços – collective housing arrangements of the poor -- along

with the lower-class and predominantly “black” inhabitants of the downtown of Rio –

street-vendors and “vagrants” in particular, although not exclusively; and here, the

question of where those tens of thousands of individuals thereby displaced would live

was largely ignored (Benchimol 1992: 137-138, 316-319; L. Noronha 2003: 58-60).

As Sidney Chaloub – the historian from whom I garnered the story of Adolfo’s

most likely fraudulent imprisonment as a homicidal capoeira – says of this and other

steps taken by the Republican government when it came into power:

In persecuting the capoeiras, demolishing cortiços, modifying urban landscapes –
in brief, in seeking to change the meaning of the development of the city – the
Republicans in truth were attacking the historical memory of the struggle for
liberty.  They weren’t simply demolishing houses and removing debris, but were
seeking also to deconstruct scenarios, to drain them of meanings painfully built up
during the long struggle of the black city against slavery (Chaloub 1993: 186).

Here, the radical social surgery enacted on the downtown of Rio little over a decade after

the massive police campaign against the capoeiras echoed and exponentially amplified

the earlier police chief’s own appropriation of the capoeiras and their navalhas as

instruments of “order”.  Of course, unlike that police chief, such city-wide “surgery”

involved no actual blades, but the violence entailed by such transformations – including

the large-scale displacement of at well over twenty thousand inhabitants to the margins of

the city, without even public means of transportation to allow them to continue or find

employment in the city’s center – certainly far outweighed that imputed to the capoeiras

and their razors.  Yet, in allying their coercive actions with the pursuit of order and

progress, the Republicans successfully veiled the violence inflicted on the capoeiras, on
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all those displaced from the cortiços, and on “the historical memory of the struggle for

liberty” -- a violence that was clearly racist in its effects, if not in its stated intentions.

* * *

In the aftermath of such wide-scale violence, capoeira would lie in waiting, to

eventually return some decades later, remade into disciplined national sport and efficient

fighting form, far removed from capoeira’s past association with the razor-wielding

capoeiras.  It was as if capoeira had switched sides, now allied with the very forces of

order that its practitioners had originally fought against and lost – although, of course,

appearances can be deceiving.  At the same time, guns would take the place of knives as

the preferred weapon of the forces of disorder and order alike – bandidos  [“bandits”] and

the police, respectively.

On one level, the substitution of knives for guns may be read as telling a certain

ironic truth regarding history alluded to by Freyre when he said that the Republicans’

defeat of the Black Guard was based on the “technical superiority of armed force” – a

“truth” that has inadvertently acquired a seemingly universal status, such that this

substitution over-determines localized historical trajectories of the sort recounted her.  On

the other, it reveals the way a certain version of history masquerading as universal truth

continually seeks to magically dispel the trauma resulting from that and countless other

acts of racialized violence directed against “blacks” in Brazil, through the mantra of

order and progress.

Nonetheless, the history of the involvement of the navalha with (the)

capoeira(s) does not end here, just as the “historical memory of the struggle for liberty”

(Chaloub) continues to live on in the art form in a far less spectacular yet far more

sensate manner than recorded in those historical texts. In what follows, to recall a phrase
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from Ishmael Reed’s poem cited earlier, I turn towards the inside of history secreted

away within capoeira Angola, figured in the now all-too familiar form of a cutting blade.
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Reve(i)lations of violence in the inside game

While playing a close-pressed game with my mestre  to a relatively quick-paced

percussive rhythm known as jogo de dentro, or  “inside game”, one of the players of the

bow-shaped berimbau  instrument calls out, “Tira de lá, bota cá, O Dalila,; E de cá, bota

ali, O Dalila!” --”Take it from there and put it over here, Dalila; And from here, put it

over there” -- to which the audience collectively responds, ”O Dalila!'  The call-and-

response song tells of a young slave-girl named Dalila who is pointlessly ordered around,

although I have also heard it re-signified to indicate the passing of embodied knowledge

from master to student, or the passing of the energy of the music to the energy of the

game, or that of the energy of the roda (music and game combined) to the audience (if

there is one) and/or more diffuse “outside world”.  Meanwhile, my teacher-turned-

opponent and I continue to move back and forth and in and around one-another on our

hands, feet, and heads, ducking and returning kicks, headbutts, and sweeps, with little

actual physical contact but plenty of (all-too-)close calls, moving upright and upside

down, twisting around from one side to the other and back again, seeking to occupy each-

other’s no-less-mobile blindspots.  We are sweating and laughing and gulping down the

air around us, while our ears take in the mutually reverberating sounds emanating from

the taught metal strings, stretched-out cowhides, metal cones, corrugated gourds and

vocal cords; our bodies feed off the oxygen and vibrations permeating the air that our

bodies are displacing to enrich our blood and the spirit of our movement.  As the ribbed

center of my opponent's body twists back and to the side to avoid my attempted head

butt, he takes his index-finger and slides it across the front of my neck, exhaling in what

sounds to me something like a screamed giggle as he does so, followed by the whispered

exclamation, “Dançou!”  -- Literally, “You danced!” but here he was clearly voicing the

popular meaning of the term, “You”re dead!'   Caught up in the pressure of the moment,
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unable to turn my head to witness the facial expressions of our audience, I am unsure of

how public his gesture of mock assassination is, but I sense quite clearly the razor-sharp

meaning of this sign, aided by the iconicity of his finger-nail with the cutting edge of the

razors that capoeira ruffians wielded as weapons, once upon a time.

I sense this sign quite tangibly as it circumscribes the front of my neck, too

unexpectedly for me to respond with what would have been a good defensive move of

grabbing his finger-turned-knife and twisting it; but the gesture is gone as fast as it came,

the “knife” returned to its sheaf or retracted back into its handle, and we continue to play

as if nothing had happened, as if -- the association would come to me subsequently in

watching a chicken have its throat cut as an offering in preparation for a sacred ceremony

– as if my life-force had not been perfomatively ruptured to momentarily sacralize the

roda as a space in which to remember and redeem the violence of times past.

We play on as if this interruption had not occurred; kicking, dodging, dancing,

feinting, spinning, twisting; inhaling and exhaling; defending, attacking, and counter-

attacking; acting, reacting, responding; continuing to elaborate on our corporeal

conversation initiated only minutes ago, yet stretched out into eons through the intensity

of the moment; and then, just as our game begins to slow down in response to a change in

the call-and-response singing, my opponent performs the “same” movement on my neck

again – this time with two fingers instead of one and minus the pressure of the fingernail

– and whispers to me as he does so in an accented  English, "band(e)-aid(e)."  In the

inverse side of the very gesture he had used to slash my throat, he makes me laugh, and

yet lets me know that I'm still playing too open, as he managed to accomplish the “same”

attack once again.  And this time, it is evident from the gargled laughs of certain

members of the audience that his gesture has not passed unperceived, although their

perception is not informed by quite the same ambivalence that his accompanying words

and slight change in gesture entailed for me.  I recall the woman leading the call-and

response singing as we play – whose refrain now runs runs, Oi ai ai, o sinhô está
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chamando  (“Oi ai ai, the master is calling”) – making an explicit reference to the

gesture, calling out in counterpoint to the chorus,”Oi, ai ai, tiriri faca de ponta, faca fina

de cortar, oi ai ai”(“Oi...pointed knife, fine-edged blade for cutting...)

* * *

On the side of reception, mimetic processes involve the transposition and
metamorphosis of the work on the part of the reader.  Circular processes, in which
readers make reference to their own experience, are also indispensable if they are
to experience the work as vital (Gebauer and Wulf 1992: 57; emphasis added).

In this story, the fact that I -- a white, male, UnitedStatesian anthropologist who

had been studying capoeira Angola on and off for a number of years with these

practitioners  – was the victim of this act of iconic violence has both everything and

nothing to do with its overall significance.  Everything, because clearly, the color of my

skin and my status as a gringo added to the sharpness of the humor in my mestre’s

gesture as witnessed by others, even as the personal relation that had grown between us

allowed me to share in that very humor instead of only being hurt by it.  And nothing,

because his gesture was at the same time an impersonal element of the game – one that

“objectively” recalls the history of the capoeiras through the figuration of their favored

weapons, while at the same time being emblematic of the “traditional” style of the game

as presently played, in its emphasis on substituting overt displays of physical violence

with subtle yet sharp signs of potential violence.

And what of the personal detail that it so happens that I was once cut with a razor,

when “mugged” as an adolescent growing up in Brazil?  Quite recently, while my brother

was paying me a visit here in Rio, we happened to walk by the very supermarket where

this event had taken place some twenty-five years earlier while we were growing up in

Rio, as the sons of parents abroad; at the time, I was between ten and twelve years old,

and he a couple of years older. That day, two meninos de rua, or (so-called) “street-kids,”
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came up to us right in front of the supermarket, the one nearest me grabbing me by the

arm and demanding the contents of my pocket.  When I mutely resisted, he dragged his

clenched hand down the skin over my bicep, producing a searing sensation I at first could

not identify. Stupidly, I again tried to free myself, so he repeated the action with a

quicker movement this time, which also just caught the side of my chest, but he then

withdrew when an elderly woman coming out of the supermarket intervened, driving him

off with her cane or umbrella, in what seemed like a scene taken straight from an after-

school television special.  Only when my brother pointed to the blood trickling down my

arm did I realize I had been cut by what must have been a razor in the palm of my

assailant’s hand.  None of the cuts were more than skin-deep, so we went straight home,

and after cleaning them with alcohol, I poured beer on them, as someone (my bother,

perhaps?) had told me that this would keep the scars from disappearing – and I still have

them today, if you look really close.

Of course, this little story has nothing directly to do with capoeira, but it does

indirectly recall the history of the capoeiras.  This is the case not only through the

presence of a razor, but because it so happens that the lower ranks of the maltas were

once comprised of young adolescents known at the time as caxingelês – a term possibly

deriving from chitinjingele, a word of Angolan origins for a type of rat that lives in palm-

trees (L. Soares 1994: 93fn80).  Not unlike present-day meninos de rua, the majority of

such kids were thought either to have been abandoned or to have run away from their

parents (Dias 2001: 105) – although one has to wander here whether they were not

actually running away from their “masters,” given that so many of them were slaves or

the sons of slaves.  In case, they apparently were employed by the maltas not only as

apprentice-capoeiras, but also to carry the adults’ navalhas  in the streets, as they were

less likely to be stopped and searched by the police, although this did not keep police

reports from referring to them as one of the principle sources of disorder in the city, as

well as “criminals” in the making (Dias 2001: 105).  Here, history truly seems to repeat
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itself, in more than one way: the re-found presence of such kids on the street; the fact that

they are still predominantly “black” (or at least not “white”); their employment by drug-

trafficking gangs; and their being singled out as a principle source of violence and

disorder in the city of Rio – as opposed to a product of embedded racial inequality and

discrimination stemming back to slavery, say.  As shall be addressed at length in a third

part, herein lies an important link back to capoeira, insofar as teaching the art to such

“street-kids” has become one of the most visible ways in which capoeira (Angola) groups

presently attend to the legacy of racial oppression to which the presence of those kids on

the street is tied in turn.

But let us return to the matter of the gesture recalling the razors once so closely

associated with the art.  Another researcher of capoeira has argued that the historical

memory of capoeira as played on the streets of Rio “was practically banished from the

history of Brazilian capoeira, in that “Bahian” capoeira would come to be considered

“more traditional” (S. Reis 1997: 100).  While a quick perusal of the songs accompanying

capoeira Angola as played in Rio would seem to confirm this purported absence, the

abiding presence of the throat-cutting gesture subtly suggests otherwise.  Although

practitioners do not generally comment publicly upon this “cutting” gesture, its

enactment is far more than merely an exception to this rule – a trace of times past that just

happened to persist within the art form.  Indeed, it is in large part its “openly” secretive

nature – an act frequently performed, and yet not publicly discussed, and thereby passing

as if unnoticed – that renders it so ripe with meaning, even while seeming to bypass the

intermediary realm of signification all together.

The gesture thereby constitutes something along the lines of a “public secret” –

something that is “known but cannot be articulated” (Taussig 1999) – regarding

capoeira’s violent past.  To play off Foucault’s politicized conception of the uses to

which knowledge is put, the gesture constitutes a form of embodied knowledge meant not

so much for “understanding” as for cutting (1977: 154)  – in this case, cutting across any
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neat distinction between signification and sensation, such that history may be actively felt

in the present. Here, read through the historical images assembled around the figure of

the navalha, the gesture sensibly reconnects the art form to the socially “marginal” and

culturally “black”/African Diasporic world from which it was otherwise largely severed.

* * *

Though they were unspeakable, these terrors were not inexpressible, and my main
aim here is to explore how residual traces of their necessarily painful expression
still contribute to historical memories inscribed and incorporated into the volatile
core of Afro-Atlantic cultural creation (Gilroy 1993: 73).

It is not just the visceral emergence of capoeira’s violent past through my

simulated assassination that invests this experience with such heightened and open-ended

affect (see Massumi 2002: 35, 43).  I would suggest that the principle revelatory moment

in the game narrated above lies not in the first gesture my mestre made, whose razor-

sharp referent is so readily ascertainable as to be used not only in other sports but in

everyday life well beyond Brazil, even if it does not share the same history.50   Rather, it

lies in his repetition of that gesture within the same game, this time as a (mock) “cure.”

The second gesture thus at once recalled and complicated the first in a manner exemplary

of how past acts of struggle and violence are capable of being creatively transformed

through the act of commemorating them.51

Here, it is not by chance that experienced practitioners of capoeira Angola are

referred to as mandingueiros – what could be translated literally as “magicians,” or more

loosely but accurately as “masters of sorcerous movement”.  As M. Taussig has said with

regard to the trickery at the heart of magical healing rituals, the “real skill of the

                                                  
50 Here, a history of this gesture’s presence in American football, basketball, and other sports waits to be
written – or perhaps already has...
51 "The power of commemorative culture cannot be ignored, even as we renounce its transparent link to
historical events.  The challenge I perceive as central, however, is how to allow for the development of a
historical consciousness that does not settle -- and ossify -- in a stasis of empathetic recognition or nostalgic
resolution.  By this, I mean the formation of an insurgent memory that seizes upon an image as a starting
point for ongoing inquiry and action” (Maclear 1999: 26).
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practitioner lies not in skilled concealment, but in the skilled revelation of skilled

concealment” (Taussig 1998: 222).  In this case, the gesture of “healing” playfully

repeats what was already a repetition of an act of violence in the realm of play, not so

much “inverting” the violence of the gesture as multiplying its ambivalence – doubling

over an already (at least) two-sided sign.  I cannot know exactly what that mestre’s

intentions were in thus playing on that sign, but for me, it played something akin to the

role of what Deleuze  (reiterating Klossowski) terms a “saving repetition” – a repetition

“that saves us first and foremost from repetition” (Deleuze 1990: 287).  With a repetition

of this sort, unlike a repetition based on resemblance and/or exchange, it cannot be neatly

stipulated exactly what is being repeated, or what the meaning or point of that repetition

is, which is certainly not the reproduction of the “same”.  Still, I would venture that in

this case, the repetition from which his gesture at least momentarily “saved” me was that

of the historically fixed, racialized division between self and other inscribed in the

capoeiras’ blades no less than in the social geography of the city itself.52

What does it mean for the violence of times past, so closely associated with the

razors the capoeiras once wielded, to be evoked within the art as played in the present,

and ludically transformed into the semblance of healing?  Actually, to attempt to isolate

the meaning of these gestures would be to miss out not only on what their inclusion in the

game does to them, but also on what the act of writing about such gestures does to them,

cutting them from one context and inserting them into another: in both cases, if in

different ways, it would be to miss out on how they are put into play.

As a means of linking this discussion of the razor-gesture back to the overall

trajectory of this chapter, and more specifically, the ironic inversion undergone from the

capoeiras’ purported use of razor-blades to gleefully slice open the bellies of innocent

                                                  
52 Here, Deleuze/Klossowski’s analysis of the passage from “sign” to “sense” resonates with the fluctuating
meanings I here attribute to the razor-blade gestures, particularly as sensibly inscribed upon the skin of my
neck:  “Klossowski interprets the ‘sign’ as the trace of a fluctuation, of an intensity, and ‘sense’ as the
movement by which intensity aims at itself in aiming at the other, modifies itself in modifying the other,
and returns finally onto its own trace” (Deleuze 1990: 298).
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pedestrians, to the acts of social surgery carried out on the city as a whole with the

eradication of the capoeiras as the first incisive act, let me cite a passage from Walter

Benjamin:

The surgeon represents the polar opposite of a magician.  The magician heals a
sick person by the laying on of hands; the surgeon cuts into the patient’s body.
The magician maintains the natural distance between the patient and himself;
though he reduces it very slightly by the laying on of hands, he greatly increases it
by virtue of his authority.  The surgeon does exactly the reverse; he greatly
diminishes the distance between himself and the patient by penetrating into the
patient’s body, and increases it but little by the caution with which his hand
moves among the organs.  In short, in contrast to the magician – who is still
hidden in the medical practitioner – the surgeon at the decisive moment abstains
from facing the patient man to man; rather, it is through the operation that he
penetrates into him (Benjamin 1968a: 233).

Benjamin employs this opposition between magician and surgeon as an analogy for yet

another one – that of a painter and a cameraman, respectively, arguing that the former, in

maintaining a “natural” distance from reality, obtains a “total” picture thereof, whereas

the latter, in deeply “penetrating” reality, produces “multiple fragments ... assembled

under a new law” (ibid: 233-234).   In refraining from a linear narrative of the history of

(the) capoeira(s), even while pursuing the association between the capoeiras and their

knives as cutting deeply into the racialized perception of social reality, this chapter might

be read as offering something more like the cameraman’s view of the reality it purports to

depict.  If so, however, the view it offers, no less than the manner of its depiction, are

diametrically opposed to that of the photographer Augusto Malta, commissioned by the

mayor Perreira Passos to depict the process and results of his “modernization” of the city;

aside from the images of cutting into the surfaces of the city and the piles of debris

created thereby, perhaps the most striking aspect of the bulk of his photographs was that

of a neatly ordered city with wide, straight avenues, but a scattering of well-dressed

inhabitants, and copious amounts of uncluttered, “empty” space. Whereas, I

(pretentiously, perhaps) would like to think of the largely nonlinear method of montage
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through which this chapter juxtapose otherwise disparate fragments, as proceeding more

along the lines of a surrealist film of a magician’s successive sleights of hand – not least

among these, those of the mandingueiro with his cutting(-turned-healing) gestures.53

With respect to the surreal magic of those gestures, it is not a matter of finding

meaning hidden within either one, so much as actively reading meaning and movement

(back) into them as they are excised from the sensate context of the game and spliced into

this chapter’s tracing of some of the multiple, nonlinear, but nonetheless historical

connections between the razor-wielding capoeiras (and other similarly armed and

stereotyped “black folk”), and the state-orchestrated racial violence carried out against

them in the name of cutting out the still-festering wound that slavery had left on the

social body of the city.  It is over against this and subsequent acts of social surgery

aiming at “sanitizing” the city and separating out its “incorrigible” elements from those

aspects of the city that its (“white” and/or “whitened”) inhabitants still considered

capable of being “modernized” (ordered and/or disciplined), that this second form of

surgery – a figurative surgery involving the montage of historical and ethnographic

imagery as a means of “magically” (re)connecting seemingly disparate subject-matters,

“penetrating” aspects of the past so as to expose their relevance to the present – is

deployed.  In this regard, I sought to “develop” the essentially negative image of the

razor-wielding capoeiras as perceived from the “outside” in such a way as get at the

memory of black struggle embodied therein without effacing the ambivalence involved in

that act of inversion (from “white” to “black”, “outside” to “inside”, and so on).

                                                  
53 Lest this reference to surrealism be considered an imposition of a European aesthetic on an African-
Diasporic art form, it is worth quoting R. Kelley regarding the close historical affinity between surrealism
and the black vernacular.  From the very start, “revolts of the colonial world and its struggles for cultural
autonomy animated surrealists as much as reading Freud or Marx” (R. Kelley 2002: 160), and here, the
black liberation movements were one of their foremost inspirations: ... all these black artists with whom the
surrealists identify suggest that a thorough understanding of the Marvelous existed in the lives of blacks
and non-Western peoples – before Breton, before Rimbaud, before Latréamont – in music, dance, speech,
the plastic arts, and above all philosophy” (ibid: 185).  Thus, Kelley concludes, surrealism “was less a
revelation than a recognition of what already existed in the black tradition” (ibid: 187).
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Folded back with respect to the story of the “wound of racism,” the placing of the

“band-aid” might be taken as emblematic of the myth of racial democracy – a mere

“gesture” of good will or the semblance of harmony that largely shields racial antagonism

from public acknowledgement without allowing it to truly heal.  Yet here, the poetic twist

in the second gesture’s meaning, in reenacting the violence of the first gesture even while

softening it through humor, lends it heightened affect and ambivalence.  It thereby

resonates with, and immeasurably amplifies, the mystery of the “inside game” of capoeira

(Angola) as a whole, through its improvised montage of violence and intimacy,

seriousness and humor, conflict and play.54  And in so doing, it also calls attention to the

unwritten underside of capoeira’s history– the ludic dimension of the art to which the fear

of the capoeiras’ blades apparently blinded those recording their presence in the past.

For although a good deal of well documented research on capoeira as practiced on

the streets of Rio de Janeiro in the nineteenth century has been published in recent years,

its findings are based largely on documents that reveal only one side of capoeira’s history

– that as viewed from the “outside”. Here, the deceptively playful nature of the art as

practiced in the past would seem inaccessible to us, so long as we continue to privilege

written documents and/or “eye-witness” testimonies as the only trustworthy basis for

reconstructing capoeira’s past.  Whereas, if this gesture is taken as seriously out of the

game as it is meant to be taken to be in the game – a seriousness that is at once offset and

amplified by its humor and guile – it can be seen as also pointing to a side of capoeira’s

convoluted past that for the most part remains unrecorded by official history.  This latter

                                                  
54 Herein lies one of the principle values of a broadly “narrative” or “poetic” approach to both studying and
conveying the social, cultural, and historical significance of capoeira Angola:  namely, it allows one to
accentuate the singularities of particular games while at the same time calling attention to the theatricality
of the game as a whole.  Attention to both the poetic dimensions of this cultural practice and the ways in
which it is narrated by practitioners makes it possible to write about the movement enacted therein without
immobilizing its meaning; such an approach is thus particularly valuable with respect to teasing out the
cultural resonances of the inherently fluid form of the “inside game.”  In turn, through highlighting the
improvisational dimension of the “traditional” style of capoeira, this approach questions the tendency to
equate “tradition” with stasis and the “modern” with change.  Moreover, it foregrounds the capacity of
practitioners to respond to unforeseen circumstances through the insights of the sensuously embodied past.



200

side does not consist of the “lighter” side of capoeira’s “dark” past, so much as a diffuse

popular sensibility condensed in that form of danced fight and ritualized play.55  It is a

sensibility in which so-called acts of disorder, and the occasional violence entailed

thereby, are seen (and heard, and felt) as existing alongside moments of leisure and

sociability, as intertwined aspects of everyday experience on the part of those who

populate(d) the socially marginal and culturally “black” space of the street (see, in

particular, Chaloub 1991).

Innumerable times, I have heard comments by experienced practitioners to the

effect that capoeira cannot be a fight unless it is also a dance; without the continual

interplay between these poles, capoeira as such would cease to be, for its singular nature

is constituted precisely through the dynamic tension between them.  Rather than take this

as an ahistorical statement that fails to recognize the changes capoeira has undergone

with the passing of time, we might treat it along the lines of what W. Benjamin termed a

“dialectical  image” – an image at a standstill that is nevertheless pregnant with historical

import, whose multiple meanings reverberate between past and present.  As suggested by

this story of getting my throat slit and then “bandaged”, the crux of the game does not lie

in the continual tension between the agonistic and ludic dimensions of the art, or in a neat

synthesis of them both, but in the continually improvised transformations of fight into

dance and back again, never in quite the same way; and that processual entanglement is

no less true of the relation between the “inside” game and the “outside” world, or how the

past and present mutually impact upon one another in ever-altering ways.

                                                  
55 Although I am here focusing on the historical reverberations of this gesture, it may also be tied to R.
Schechner’s conception of “dark play”:  “Dark play occurs when contradictory realities coexist, each
seemingly capable of canceling the other out, as in the double cross....  Dark play can erupt suddenly, a bit
of microplya, seizing the player(s) and then quickly subsiding – a wisecrack, a flash or frenzy, risk, or
delirium.  Dark play subverts order, dissolves frames, breaks its own rules, so that the playing itself is in
danger of being destroyed, as in spying, con games, undercover actions, and double agentry.  Unlike the
inversions of carnivals, ritual clowns, and so on (whoe agendas are public), dark play’s inversions are not
declared or resolved; its end is not integration but disruption, deceit, excess, and gratification (Schechner
1993: 36).
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To lend a rather well-known passage from Benjamin a somewhat different twist

than usually given, we might say that it is more than anything else the unpredictability

and suddenness of history that allows it to be recalled in the condensed from of a passing

gesture:  “To articulate the past historically does not mean to recognize the past ‘the way

it really was’.  It means to seize hold a memory as it flashes up at a moment of danger...”

(Benjamin 1968b: 255).  Of course, within that particular game, the “danger” was only

simulated in that throat-slashing gesture, even as that game and the gesture were

simulated in turn in my writing here.  Yet, as Benjamin was careful to point out, the most

“dangerous” moments are all-too-often those that risk passing unnoticed: “In every era

the attempt must be made anew to wrest tradition away from a conformism that is about

to overcome it” (ibid).  Perhaps the principle danger that capoeira presently faces is

neither that of becoming a harmless cultural performance divorced from its former use as

a fighting-form nor that of degenerating into a competitive sport in which winning and

losing matter more than playing the game with a joyful spirit.  Rather, it lies in

disconnecting the art’s dynamic interplay of dancing and fighting, play and deception,

from the history of “black” struggle and liberation in which it once played a far from

marginal role.56

Although the emphasis of this chapter has been historical, its interest in the past

has continually lied in how it gestures to the conditions of the present, and the future yet

to come.  In this section, I have sought to show how the “traditional” style of capoeira, as

presently played, also gestures to that history – or varied ensemble of discordantly

interwined histories.  And, in keeping that history alive in such gestures, it points towards

the ongoing need to renew its relevance to contemporary struggles taking place beyond,

                                                  
56 Of course, something close to the converse might be said as well:  there is an equal danger of
disassociating capoeira’s ambivalent history of struggle from the playful, open-ended way in which it is
embodied and re-voiced in the present.  Just as the struggle for black liberation extends well beyond the
past struggle against slavery, so capoeira’s relevance to the struggle for liberation need not be limited to the
assertion of a pre-existing black/African Diasporic identity, for this would be to miss out on the creative
dimensions of the art, and their role in stimulating other forms of struggle.
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or alongside, the art form – in particular, although far from exclusively, those seeking to

cut through the veil of racial harmony in Brazil, and attend to the underlying wound.57

Still, let me end this chapter with a passage penned elsewhere, for other reasons –

the initial lines, it so happens, of a book written by a renown African-American dancer,

whom I once had the educating pleasure of seeing on stage.  Part memoir, part

performance piece, the book inflects a multitude of personal memories, social themes,

and shared histories into this ever-so abstract yet viscerally present art of bodies-in-

movement. It is telling here that the passage with which this chapter ends, which

poetically voices certain stereotypes regarding “black” identity (as well as regarding

dancing itself), is the very passage with which that book begins.  As such, it offers a

testament to the ability to take stereotypes regarding “blackness” – in this case, that of the

happily singing, dancing fool, linked back to “black minstrel” performance, and that of

the bloodthirsty criminal linked to zoot-suiters capoeiras alike – and, through creatively

conjoining them, make them both, so to say, dance to a different tune:

We dance as if we are marching.  As if we are stepping from mountaintop to
mountaintop, afraid to fall yet not giving a Goddamn if we do.  We have been told
that we are creatures full of song, creatures full of stories, and the stories are
ancient ones.  And they are brand-new – as new as what happened to me today

                                                  
57 Here, my conclusion regarding the role of razors in the history of (the) capoeira(s) may be read as
supplementing – both agreeing with and departing from – Stuart Hall’s argument for asserting “arbitrary
closure” over against the necessarily constructed (and therefore endlessly reworkable, non-essentialist)
nature of identity as a basis for political affirmation:  “Politics, without the arbitrary interposition of power
in language, the cut of ideology, the positioning, the crossing of lines, the rupture, is impossible....  All the
social movements which have tried to transform subjectivities, have had to accept the necessarily fictional,
but also the fictional necessity, of the arbitrary closure which is not the end, but which makes both politics
and identity possible” (S. Hall 1987: 45).  I have agree with him, insofar as I have emphasized the
historical role of those blades – and the subsequent commemoration thereof – in demarcating racialized
lines of difference, thereby directly cutting across the myth of a relatively non-violent history of “race
relations” in Brazil.  On the other hand, I depart from his emphasis on the need for “arbitrary closure” as a
basis for politics and identity, insofar as such closure is itself carried out along racialized lines even while
“race” is recognized as a construct.  Here, it is rather the recognition of both the violence through which
such lines are drawn, and the ease with which they are veiled, that serves as the “basis” for participating in
struggles against racial domination, and connecting them to other struggles, underway and in-the-making.
This point will be fleshed out further in the following ensemble of sections.
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and how I feel at this moment.  When I open my arms, I am the most beautiful
bird.  A bird that is in fact a jet plane.  This bird is capable of sorrow in the most
lyric flight.  This bird is capable of holding a knife and slashing your
motherfucking throat (Bill T. Jones 1995: 3).
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PART THREE

Remembering  struggle, recovering flow:

Danced deviations from the rule of force

History has rules.  One rule dictates that a people whose identity has been
forged by violence and deprivation will manifest violence and deprivation.

Such rules must be broken.
But there are some rules that I do not want to break.  I find them

compelling and affirming, conflicting but unassailable.  They may not exist in the
realm of empirical fact, but their validity illuminates humanity at its highest.  If
racism rests in the palm of history’s hand, if it is like a knife, a wedge, a poison, it
is also like a lace collar placed around the neck of a china doll.

...Since time immemorial, we have known how to step outside of the
dance that everyone knows, to do that special little dance, that special little solo
that can be appreciated only when the larger dance continues.
[This] is something that we, as black people, have understood and brought to the
world…(Bill T. Jones 1995: 197; emphasis added).
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The hinge between, or “breaking” the body

Point.  Counterpoint.  The transition lies in the “point” between.  Actually, a point

of transition might be more flexibly thought of as a hinge – definable as both a “movable

joint on which a door, etc. swings”, and “a point or principle on which everything

depends” (Oxford Modern English Dictionary 1996).  In this case, the hinge between

ensembles of sections consists of the quotes taken from Last Night on Earth, African-

American dancer Bill T. Jones’s inventive mixture of personal memoir, meditation on

danced movement, and moving meditation around the themes of “race,” sexuality,

memory, and mortality.  Why use excerpts from such a source in figuring the transition

between parts of this dissertation?  Why treat such an extraneous source as the hinge

between parts?

In part, because in evoking similar themes to those addressed herein – namely, the

relation between racial identity, violence, and performance – in an otherwise unrelated

context, those quotes interrupt overly neat distinctions between “insiders” and “outsiders”

in ethnographic representation and cultural critique.  Here, Bill T. Jones’s hard-to-locate

position, or dis-position – as a “black” dancer here engaged in the not unfamiliar effort to

write dance, as a choreographer intent on inserting interruptive signs of “blackness” into

modern dance, as an African American “outsider” but African Diasporic “insider” with

respect to this Afro-Brazilian art – interrupts the “arranged marriage between

‘experience-distant’ and ‘experience-near,’ between the scientist’s objectivity and the

native’s subjectivity, between outsider’s input and insider’s output” (Trinh 1991: 68).

They thus serve as a “door” swinging open through which fresh air may enter.

But also, more pointedly because both quotes make use of the “same” two figures

pursued herein – the knife as figuring the threat of racial difference, and dance as figuring

a certain freedom of movement.  If the threat of “slashing your motherfucking throat”
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quoted at the end of the last part served to undercut the stereotype of the happily dancing,

singing, storytelling “Sambo”, the reference to the “knife” of racism hidden in the palm

of history’s hand is but the point to the counterpoint of “that special little dance” that

“we, as black people, have understood and brought to the world” in the quote above.

Hinging around their mutual if inverted figurations of racial violence in the form of

knives (first as wielded, then as concealed – not unlike the hinge between a straight-razor

and the handle into which it may be folded), and thereby recalling the principle figuration

explored throughout the previous ensemble of sections, both quotes at the same time

gesture toward the principle dimension of capoeira to be taken up in the present one:  the

danced nature of the art form.

Despite the difference in the way the terms are posed, “dance” is counterpoised in

both excerpts to the violence of racism figured in those knives:  in the earlier quote, it

figures as the bodily dream of soaring over the hardened reality of growing up “colored”

(and, as he would later discover, “gay”) in America in the 1950s , even while

remembering sorrow and anger in that very flight; in the one just above, dance serves as a

cipher at once for breaking the historical “rule” regarding the inscription of violence in

the heart of those repeatedly subjected to it, and for the wisdom gained and imparted by

those finding a way to sidestep that other “dance” – the dance of history (in other words,

a certain, “official” version of history, and the constitutive occlusions thereof).  Here,

then, dance figures as that which is capable of introducing movement, or at least a certain

“room for maneuver” (Chambers 1991), into what for peoples of the African Diaspora

remains a  violently orchestrated series of racially motivated exclusions that resists

reduction to a neatly strung-together narrative.1

                                                  
1 As Bill T. Jones wrote of perhaps his most (in)famous performance piece, Last Supper at Uncle Tom’s
Cabin/The Promised Land (to which the excerpt on the violent “rules” of history is also directed), that
dance sought to “wrestle with a series of social, political, and spiritual issues (content) and the issues of
movement vocabulary versus text, the use of narrative, and the impulse to deconstruct narrative (form)”
(1995: 209).
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 If it is hardly much of a mystery as to why dancer Bill T. Jones would treat dance

as a privileged figure of opposition to the arbitrary yet implacable “rule” of a violence-

ridden history, my own argument hinges upon fleshing out that connection with respect to

capoeira (Angola):  Why privilege dance if not to figure it as a “hinge” of sorts between

some of the principal planes on which the divisive lines between “self” and “other” are

not only drawn, but capable of being redrawn, at their intersection – those of “history”,

the “body”, and of “language”?

Prior to fleshing out the nature of this “hinge” between language and body, and

thence the relation writing and movement that hinges upon it, let me briefly address  an

alternate figuration of their relation that it is intended to supplement, in this case directly

tied to the issue of “race”.  Much critical writing on “race” and “racism” has focused on

the power of discourse to inscribe distinctions on and between bodies -- inscriptions that

are readily “naturalized” through appeal to more-or-less readily visible differences of

those bodies (of which skin color remains the dominant sign).  Accordingly,  the role of

the critic of such naturalized inscriptions of “race” upon bodies has been figured in terms

of an inverse image of this process – as conducting an anatomy of racism, which involves

“cutting up the body of racist discursive practices and expressions, stripping them to

reveal the underlying presuppositions, embodiments of interests, aims, and projections of

exclusion and subjection” (Goldberg 1990: xiii).   Whereas, in Part Two, I pursued such

racial inscriptions from a different angle with respect to the image projected upon the

capoeiras as bloodthirsty, knife-wielding criminals:  rather than purport to “reveal the

underlying presuppositions”, etc. of those images, I sought to refigure those

representations of the capoeiras as mirror images of the violence of the racial gaze itself,

in which the objectifying metaphors of medical discourse played a significant part.

Instead of treating critique itself as a “surgical” operation cutting through surface

structures to reveal the underlying truth, I sought to subvert those racialized
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representations “from within”, as it were, in disclosing the “contaminated” nature of

critique (see K. Stewart 1991, 1996).

In the last section of Part Two, and the sections comprising Part Three, I turn

away from the matter of  capoeira’s “blackness” as an externally imposed racial

inscription towards  capoeira Angola’s  performance of “blackness” – a performance

enacted through dancing on the margins of the so-called “modern subject”, and the

exclusions upon which that reason-bound and ego-armored identity still relies.  Still, far

from offering a neat alternative to the “inscriptive” figuration of racial identity, the

approach taken herein may rather be considered a mode of feeling out the limits of that

approach – limits beyond which only conjecture is possible precisely because they take

us to the essentially non-referential realm where discourse and sensation meet (see G.

Urban 1996).   Let me briefly flesh out this point, starting with Denise Ferreira da Silva’s

perceptive critique of “race” in Brazil, whose analysis overtly deploys the figure of

corporeal inscription.2  Silva finds this figure particularly appropriate with respect to the

ambivalent dynamics of racial difference in contemporary Brazil, in which fixed racial

divisions are denied, and yet hierarchical gradations proliferate along with the perceived

necessity of incessantly reinscribing them:

In the United States and in the colonial situation, the racialised Other was defined
as part of a distinct group; in Brazil there is a laundry-list of traits that serve to
classify a person in situations of contact.  Thus, it is the body that needs to be
known, to be described, to be spoken of endlessly.  Only through this
inexhaustive, continuous definition of the amount of blackness a body displays is
it possible to separate races.  Yet, the ‘Other’ is the ‘Other-within’, within
anybody, any-body; any body is more or less black, more or less white, more or
less both (Silva 1998: 228).

Here, as Silva convincingly argues, the absence of neatly drawn lines of racial difference

in Brazil has not diminished the racial dimension of social inequality, or what she terms

                                                  
2 “What complicates our emancipatory project is precisely the attempt to write race (black) consciousness
against a (national) construction of race, which was produced against the idea of race separation” (Silva
1998: 213).
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“racial exclusion”.  In this regard, the last line cited from Silva may be read as an allusion

to Gilberto Gil and Caetano Veloso’s song, Haiti – a song that overtly addresses the ever-

repeated and frequently violent efforts to maintain a clear separation between “citizens”

and “marginals” through other means than “explicit mechanisms of racial segregation”

(Silva 1998: 204):

When you’re invited up onto the terrace
Of the House of Jorge Amado Foundation

To watch from up above the line of soldiers, almost all black,
Beating on the necks of the black riff-raff,

Of mulatto thieves and other almost white men
Treated like black men

(And they are almost all black),
How is it that blacks, poor men ,and mulattos,

And almost white men, so poor they’re almost black, are treated?…
(Translated text quoted from Browning 1998: 3).

From the perspective of those looking “down” on the streets below whether those looked

down at are treated as “black” because they are seen as other to the (“white”) norms of

“proper” behavior, or the inverse, so long as the line of policemen is there to ensure their

division:  inscribing difference with the blows of their batons, their presence more than

makes up for the absence of neatly fixed racial lines, no less than the bleeding between

race- and class-based ascriptions of difference.  At the same time, as the song insists over

and over again in varying ways, the negative attribution of “blackness” to that (far from

racially homogeneous) “riff-raff” continues to serve as the underlying premise

legitimating the use of force against them.

But of course, this song does not just repeat such assertions as one reiterates an

argument; rather, it rhythmically voices the (varying) repetitions of the term “black”,

inserting them within a reverberating musical beat that, it so happens, may itself be heard

in “live” or recorded form on the very streets below the Jorge Amado Foundation referred
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to in the song, as music to which those listening are invited to dance.3  The underlying

rhythm that imbues this song with vitality is mimetic both of the transnational “hip hop”

music/movement, and of the emergent rhythms of the blocos afros – cultural

organizations associated principally with the city of Salvador “that utilize Afro-Brazilian

identity and racial identity as a principal theme”(Hanchard 1994a: 181), but whose

politicized lyrics clearly depend upon the driving force of those rhythms for them to exert

an affective impact upon those listening.  As such, the vibrating sonic “form” of this song

doubles over with and enhances its signifying “content”, yet does so in a way that

obfuscates the stipulation of a straightforward relation between sensation and

signification, or their mutually transformative potential.

Along similar lines, if we are to appreciate – and act upon – the contribution that

cultural practices such as capoeira (Angola) have to offer to the politics of racial identity,

it is crucial that we actively figure in the affective component of such practices, as a

stimulus to both thought and action.  Here, moreover, the “figurative” nature of discourse

is not just an ornament with which to decorate referential discourse; rather, it is through

figuration, or “metaphor”, that discourse comes into active contact with the sensate,

affectively charged realm of the “body”, while at the same time placing that body in

contact with the world, insofar as metaphor is approached as “the mode in which a living

passage from one perspective to another takes place” (Blondel 1991: 245).

In other words, what else is figuration if not a “hinge” between the body and the

world?

                                                  
3 Here, I am certainly not appealing to the “bodily” dimensions of song and dance as inherently liberating,
but rather to the need to at once address that dimension and acknowledge its resistance to both inscription
and analysis.  Indeed, in this case, the very location to which the song refers – that of the Pelourinho
neighborhood in the city of Salvador, Bahia – speaks to the ambivalent politics of bodily engagement, as
this formerly black/marginalized neighborhood has been “gentrified” in such a way as to welcome tourists
to participate in the widespread commodification of Afro-Brazilian culture – although the song’s reference
to the police “beating on the …riff-raff” indirectly recalls the forced removal of the “marginal” inhabitants
from that very neighborhood.
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Merleau-Ponty’s definition of the “body” as itself “’a hinge, joint, or articulation’

which forms ‘the pivot of the world’”(M. Taylor 1987: 70; Merleau-Ponty 1964: 148)

might well offer a leverage point in this regard, only it neglects the central role of

language in effecting translations between “inner” and “outer” realms of experience and

knowledge.4  José Gil (1998: 99) likewise appeals to the figure of the “hinge”, but in a

way that foregrounds this very dimension:   namely, he treats it as the “bodily” dimension

of language – that which disrupts the codes used to articulate referential discourse.

Refigured in terms of bodily movement, as in the bending of a limb, it consists in a

flexion – a term Deleuze, reading Klossowski, uses to get at the relation between the body

and language.5  Also written as “flection,” this term is the bodily counterpart to reflection

– that which allows movement to be grasped by thought (see Massumi 2002: 157n56),

while at the same time imbuing movement with something akin to self-determination –

movement as a guide to thought, rather than the other way around.6

Here, what renders the body most readily palpable to thought is precisely that

which renders thought itself sensate:  from the one side, it consists in the body’s capacity

to create gestures of the sort that “prompt an understanding contrary to what they

indicate” (Deleuze 1990: 285), as in when one hand is “used to hold off an aggressor

while the other is held open to him, in seeming welcome” (ibid); and from the other side,

it revolves around “the force of poetry constituted in the clash and copulation of words”

(ibid: 286) – essentially, the dynamic process through which thought takes on movement

and becomes suffused with sensation.  This “poetic” dimension of language could be

                                                  
4 Merleau-Ponty would later seek to bridge this pitfall of phenomenology through the constellated concept
or figure of “flesh”, which he envisioned as simultaneously sensate, social, and linguistic; still, that
figuration has drawn criticism for both its spiritual/mystic overtones, and its failure to account for the role
of yet another element, power, in effecting “translations” between the dimensions – as in texts inscribing
bodies with meaning, or bodily actions infracting discursively instituted laws etc.  (see R. Martin 1990).
5 Indeed, following Deleuze/Klossowski, one might say that the flection is that very relation:
“The body is language because it is essentially ‘flexion.’ ... If language imitates bodies, it is not through
onomatopoeia, but through flexion.  And if bodies imitate language, it is not through organs, but through
flexion.  There is an entire pantomime, internal to language, as a discourse or a story within the body.  If
gestures speak, it is first of all because words mimic gestures...” (Deleuze 1990: 286).
6 This notion is fleshed out in a later section, entitled “Becoming-fluid: surfing on waves of affect”.
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refigured in “drier” terms along the lines of what Greg Urban terms the “non-referential”

element of discourse:  “discourse as an object of sensory experience, as sound with iconic

and contextual associations”(Urban 1996: 185) – which as such, constitutes a hinge

between the “intellect” and the “senses”.  Or, this hinge may be approached from the

other direction, as in Adrienne Kaeppler’s thoughts on dance: “the cultural forms we call

dance creatively result from an intensification of motion parameters somewhat parallel to

the way the cultural forms we call poetics creatively result from an intensification of

linguistic parameters [Kaeppler 1989: 452]” (quoted in Feld 1990: 1).  Only, according to

Deleuze, more than running “parallel” to one-another, such corporeal and linguistic

flections are capable of impacting one-another, and thereby effecting a “double

‘transgression’ – of language by the flesh and of the flesh by language” (Deleuze 1990:

286-287). 7

Whereas Deleuze illustrates such an impact occurring through a literary text,

extra-literary performances such as capoeira embody such “double transgressions” at

least as forcefully, albeit from a significantly altered angle of impact.  Here, the twice-

repeated gesture of the finger slid against my throat, elaborated on toward the end the

previous chapter, serves as a case in point:  It was not only the felt gesture of slashing my

neck with a razor that transgressed the distinction between sign and sensation, or the

performative inversion of our danced conversation into a simulated dance of death

through his playing off the morbid meaning of the exclamation, “Dançou!” as popularly

used, but also the refiguring of that “same” gesture into a “band-aid” through the

accompanying whisper of that word and the slight twisting of the figures, wherein both

word and gesture retained a sharp ironic edge.

Returning to the hinge between the passages from Bill T. Jones, could not the

difference between them – and thence the transition between Parts Two and Three of this

                                                  
7 Eric Blondel echoes this point from a slightly different angle: “To say the body, we must enter the field of
discourse and at the same time transgress it, so that both its other and its origins show up” (Blondel 1991:
36).



213

dissertation – be read in the “same” way as those gestures?  More than merely repeating

such knife-tropes in different contexts, they would thus mark the passage from

recollecting the violent history of the art form towards refiguring the memory of that

violence in the fluid yet volatile substance of the art as presently played.8  Here,

moreover, what matters at least as much as the manner in which the memory of violence

is preserved within the art are the ways in which it precipitates out:  whether as a flexed

limb turned into a kick, say, or the inflection of a song accompanying such a kick with a

taunting jibe – or, in turn, as an art of bodily movement refigured as an embodied

philosophy by which to counter the debilitating effects of racism and violence as

perpetuated in the present.

The transition between Parts might thus be figured as passing from addressing the

other side of the “object” – as in the objectification of racial prejudice and racialized fear

in the razors once wielded by the capoeiras – to the underside of the “subject” – as in, to

quote from a pamphlet announcing classes of capoeira Angola, “a conjunction of

subjective elements capable of accentuating the sensibility of those that practice it,

leading them to self-knowledge” (G.C.A.P. pamphlet, 1998).  Let me briefly flesh out

this line of thought before proceeding. Part Two played off the association between

capoeira and the blades its practitioners were renown for using, as viewed from the

outside:  as an iconic materialization of racial fear (and fascination) that cut deeply into

the subjectivity of those (predominantly “white”, European elites) viewing it.  Whereas,

Part Three ventures amidst capoeira Angola, and the realm of the charged yet ambiguous

realm of the inside game in particular, as enacted by practitioners in the city of Rio de

Janeiro (and elsewhere) over a century later:  as a deceptively fluid “subject” of feeling,

memory, thought, and agency, embodied in the inter-folds of ritual and rhythm, dance

                                                  
8 .  Treating capoeira as such would be to elaborate on Julio Tavares’ (1984) conception of the art as a form
of saber coporal, or “corporeal knowledge” – a form of knowledge that need not be fixed either in terms of
particular movements or particular meanings, as it also includes “desemanticized” enunciations whose
“significance fluctuates, becoming realized under the exclusive condition of becoming visible, practical,
active” (Tavares 1984: 62).
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and song, fight and dance, bodily play and social movement, cultural commodity and

oppositional art form.  The previous ensemble of sections sought to carve out a space

between history and the body through both interrogating the racialized reasoning that

linked (the) capoeira(s) to violence and criminality in historical documents, and through

elaborating on how those historical traces are capable of being recalled in such a way as

to be actively felt in the “ inside game” – as well as, I hope, in my writing.  Whereas, this

one pursues connections between the “inside game” of capoeira Angola and the “outside

world” that run counter not only to its widespread transformation into a depoliticized

sport, spectacle, and cultural commodity, but also to historically engrained associations

between “blackness” and “violence” that continue to plague the present.
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* * *

Dance critic Randy Martin’s notion of “overreading” dance offers a useful way of

approaching the social and political resonances of the “danced” nature of capoeira

Angola – a concept Martin happens to elaborate upon the same performance piece upon

which its choreographer, Bill T. Jones , was indirectly reflecting in the passage on

breaking with the “rule” of history-as-violence quoted earlier.  Overreading dance, for

Martin, “rests on the assumption that the subtext displayed in dancing accounts for more

than the particular aesthetic activity and points instead to the very contours though which

a given horizon for social activity is possible” (R. Martin 1996: 178).  Rejecting a “stable

demarcation” between the inner substance and outer context of the practice in question,

“overreading attempts to appropriate the internal movement of dance” (ibid) towards

critically reimagining the “context(s)” in which it takes place, and the possibilities of

effecting significant social change in their regard:

That is, the dance itself provides a context within which to imagine the social and
historical horizons where apparently disparate politics emerge and the conditions
under which such politics might coalesce without disappearing into one another
(R. Martin 1996: 195).

 Approaching the danced dimension of capoeira Angola along such lines, it may

be figured as the counterpart not only to capoeira’s violent history, but also, at least

indirectly, to the present-day contexts in which it is played.  But what is that danced

dimension?  To start with, one could say that the basic “dance step” of capoeira is the

ginga – “the swaying dance that comes between blows” (B. Browning 1995: 121).

Actually, that description, while beautifully concise, is already potentially misleading,

insofar as the ginga does not so much flow between blows as dissolve those blows into its

flow, allowing them to be implied without being executed – as well as executed without

warning, when the situation calls for it.  In thus infusing the game with flow, the

prominence of the ginga in capoeira decisively differentiates capoeira from more direct
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contact sports, just as the heightened emphasis on unpredictability in capoeira Angola

differentiates it from “modernized” version(s) of the danced fight, where the ginga is

comparatively much more regimented.  Such distinctions are likewise far from fixed, as

one has only to think of all the training that goes into “footwork” in boxing, say, to

recognize the importance of flow in such sports; and, conversely, the ginga does not only

dissolve potential blows into its fluid form, but also allows them to occasionally

precipitate out, at unexpected moments. Still, in contact sports, the “footwork” remains

strictly subordinated to the goal of contact, whereas in capoeira Angola, an implied blow

– whether disguised as but a further dance element or withheld at the moment before

impact – is usually considered a more effective way of getting one’s point across –

perhaps the principle “point” being that it is not the goal that matters, so much as getting

there in style.9

While numerous efforts have been made to describe the dynamics of the ginga in

more detailed form (see Browning 1995: 29; Lewis 1992; Reis 1997:  215-216; Tavares

1984: 78-80), that of Mestre Pastinha – the “founding father” of the “traditional” style of

capoeira as presently played – retains the greatest clarity:

The capoeirista resorts to innumerable artifices to deceive and distract their
adversary. Pretending to retreat to and suddenly turning back.  Jumping from side
to side.  Lying down and rising.  Advancing and retreating.  Pretending to not see
their adversary so as to attract them. Turning to all sides and contorting oneself in
a malicious and disconcerting ‘ginga’.  Against force, only this works (Mre.
Pastinha, quoted in Bola Sete 1989: 71).

Of course, it might well be argued that Pastinha is not describing the ginga here at all, but

the movement of the overall game, of which the ginga is only one component.  Yet, if we

follow René Ménil’s claim that clarity “resides not in the object”, but “in its relation with

other objects” (Menil 1996: 150), this is precisely what renders Pastinha’s commentary

                                                  
9 As such, the ginga can be tied to an “aesthetics of the cool” characteristic of West African-influenced
dance forms (see R. F. Thompson 1999; also, Osumare 1993), as well as to a broadly defined, open-ended
“black way of doing things” (R. Kelly 1998: 47) – a stylized manner of enacting “blackness” without
pinning down that aesthetic as an essentially “racial” attribute (see S. Hall 1992).
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such a crystal-clear, prismatic evocation thereof.  For it is the ginga that connects the

other movements together, even as it infuses the series so unfolding with heightened

unpredictability:  it is from the ginga that all of the other movements precipitate, even as

they are dissolved back into it no sooner than they have been executed.10  At the same

time that the ginga connects movements together, making such connections involves the

“breaking” of the body11  -- a literal translation of a phrase not infrequently interjected in

songs: “Quebra o corpo!”; this phrase brilliantly evokes a certain violence implicit in the

“flow” of the game, which, despite appearances, is anything but easygoing.  If a well-

executed ginga is what induces flow in and between players’ movements, it is also what

continually interrupts expectations regarding the next movement to be executed, thereby

forcing players to stay on their toes – to improvise.  As shall be fleshed out later, it is also

a potentially effective way of countering force – breaking the body to avoid being

“broken.”

What else is the ginga, if not the “hinge” between movements, the movement

between blows, and the fluidifying of force? What else, if not the cultural and corporeal

counterpoint to capoeira’s seemingly inextricable link to violence in the past?  In any

case, it is not force itself, but the rule of force, from which the danced dimension of

capoeira Angola deviates.

                                                  
10 As Julio Cesar Tavares – to my knowledge, the first scholar to write about capoeira Angola as a
culturally “black” corporeal “text” – asserts in this regard, it is through the ginga that the singularity of a
given player’s way of moving emerges (Tavares 1984: 78) – a singular mode of play downplayed in the
“Regional” style, in which the body tends to assume a more erect, posture and regimented mode of
movement, which Tavares associates with the “whitening” of the art form.  While Tavares emphasizes the
circularidade, or “circularity” of the body engaged in the ginga (ibid), I think that “mistranslating” that
term as roundaboutness would be a more “accurate” way of getting at what the ginga does.
11 This phrase is also used in teaching movements, particularly when a student’s body is overly rigid, not
sufficiently flowing.  It also suggests a link to “breakdancing” left unpursued here; Trish Rose’s (1999)
essay, “Flow, Layering, and Rupture in Postindustrial New York”, which addresses aesthetic links between
rapping, breakdancing, and graffiti-writing, offers many possible connections that might be explored with
regard to the breaking/flowing body in capoiera.
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The “changing same” and the fluidity of tradition

(…)After abolition and with the arrival of the Republic, capoeira passes
through a long period of violent repression against its practitioners, being
considered a threat to the social order, but it manages to survive over time by
turning into a form of cultural manifestation.

The decade of the 30’s was a crucial period in capoeira’s history.  It was a
period in which the law against its being practiced was revoked, and the first
academias were opened in Salvador.  There then arises the Luta Regional Bahiana
[Bahian Regional Fight], later designated ‘Capoeira Regional’, a sort of
modernization of traditional capoeira in which a rigorous and objective method of
learning was created, a new form of corporeal expression was introduced, and
movements from other martial arts were assimilated, and a new pace for the music
and the ritual was adopted.

Setting itself against these new tendencies and all that would represent a
mischaracterization of its traditions and of its origins, some groups sought to
preserve capoeira, in one way or another, as practiced by its predecessors.  There
thus came into being what would thereafter be referred to as ‘Capoeira Angola’.
These two tendencies, or modalities of capoeira, have persisted until the present
days according to the dynamic of their respective transformations (G.C.A.P. –Rio
pamphlet; undated).

This passage offers a particularly appropriate text with which to resituate (my

ethnography of) capoeira Angola as played in the present, not only because it offers a

condensed narrative of capoeira’s multiple displacements – off the streets of Rio to

Salvador, from a social threat to a cultural manifestation, from Salvador back to Rio and

from “modernization” to “traditionalization” – but also because it is excerpted from the

very pamphlet I was handed the first day I ever took a class in capoeira Angola, at a semi-

abandoned warehouse owned by the metro-workers’ union in (what seemed to me at the

time to be) a down-and-out area of town, in 1992.   

Just the fact of being handed this pamphlet constituted a rather “classic” instance

of postmodern ethnography:  encountering the other not as a subaltern subject yet to be

“rendered in writing” by an aspiring ethnographer, but as already both scripted – in this

case, subjected to the discourse (and associated practices) of “modernization” – and
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scriptive – articulating the art in terms of a discourse of resistance to such changes.

Indeed, it indirectly speaks to the manner in which I first discovered capoeira Angola.

I had first become acquainted with capoeira through the “modernized” style at an

academia in the wealthier (and “whiter”) area of Rio known as the Zona Sul a couple of

years earlier, in 1989.   I had come to Brazil just after graduating from college, in large

part because it looked like the candidate of the Workers’ Party, Luis Ignácio da Silva, or

“Lula”, was going to win out against his opponent, known as “Collor”, in the first “fully”

democratic presidential election since a military dictatorship had been declared in 1964;

if that had indeed been the outcome, Lula’s victory would have served as a happy ending,

or upbeat postscript, to the subject of my college thesis, written on the political

significance of recent student movements in Brazil.  Although that history would unfold

otherwise, my brief participation in it did lead me to take up capoeira, as the Workers’

Party activist with whom I stayed at the time had introduced me to the group with which

he practiced.  In any case, it was at these classes that the difference between styles was

first explained to me: namely, I was taught that the “Angola” style was good for

“warming up” before playing the real thing, Regional.  It was only when I went back to

the United States, and got my hands on the only article I could find at the time that

addressed the difference between styles in any detail (Frigerio 1989), that I became

curious as to that difference – a curiosity that would lead me to look for an Angola group

when I returned to Brazil in 1992.

When, upon my return, I began asking around, most everyone I talked to who

knew anything about capoeira said I would have to go up North to Salvador, Bahia, if I

wished to find anyone that still played the “Angola” style exclusively; ironically, when I

had gone there for a brief visit in 1989, the only “traditional” group I had found was an

academy claiming to teach the Regional style as it had “originally” been taught by its

founding mestre, “Bimba” Machado, before this style had suffered modifications that
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detracted from its true “essence”!12  So I somewhat grudgingly returned to the academia I

had first started playing capoeira in, until one day I happened to warm up before class by

exchanging movements with a student I hadn’t seen before; he told, with what seemed a

mixture of pride, humor and embarrassment, that amongst capoeiristas, he went by the

name of “He-Man” – the name of a cartoon character whose tall, muscle-bound body,

blonde hair, and other “Nordic” features clearly “fit” my training partner only through an

ironic inversion of perspective (see Browning 1995 in regard to “ironic inversions” in

capoeira).  In any case, we had barely started to play, when I noted something different

about his manner of play:  it wasn’t just that he was playing slower than usual (we were

warming up, after all), or lower to the ground (he might have wanted to work on his

“ground” movements, which although less commonly used in the “Regional” style, are

still used on occasion), or even that it was hard to predict what movement he was going

to execute next (some experienced Regional players cultivate this in their games); rather,

it had to do with a little bit of all of these, plus something else – how he seemed to speak

his personality through his movements, even while encouraging me to express my own

(or create one through play).  In any case, when after class I asked him if he had ever

played the Angola style, he said he had on numerous occasions, although he was not an

Angoleiro himself, as he had started out in the Regional style, and did not have the time

to “switch” properly; when I said he could have fooled me, he put his arm next to mine,

saying, “well, some say it’s more in the blood of some of us than others, but then again,

I’m called “He-Man”, so who can say?!”; he encouraged me to go in any case, and gave

me directions as to how to get there by bus, warning me it would take at least an hour in

the evening, with all the traffic.

 But back to the passage cited from the pamphlet at hand:  What is particularly

interesting about it is how, rather than attempt to define, list, or describe the basic

                                                  
12 Needless to say, in subsequent visits, I would discover that capoeira Angola was indeed there to be found
– rather abundantly so, if one knows where to look.
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characteristics of that which practitioners of the Angola style are intent on “preserving”,

it gives only general coordinates regarding that to which it is opposed – summed up

dismissively as the “mischaracterization” of the traditions of the art.  As such, this

perspective renders itself vulnerable to being treated as at once overly “inflexible” in its

affirmation of tradition against the forces of modernization, and overly “indefinite” in its

claims regarding that which it seeks to affirm; indeed, the very pretense of being able to

“preserve” (the) tradition might well be dismissed as subscribing to the romantic view of

a pre-modern past, and of being able to retain something like the essence of that past over

against the present that threatens to erase or distort it.13  Yet, while I fully agree with the

view that “there are no precise limits between ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’” (Reis 1997:

127), as both terms are “conceptual constructions forged in the midst of a political

struggle over definitions of identities and differences”(ibid), this lack of a clearly

stipulated ground for making such distinctions does not render that struggle any less valid

or important to make, as the scholar voicing that view implies.  Here, part of the problem

lies in failing to perceive – or acknowledge – that the arena in which that “struggle over

definitions” takes place cannot be neatly delimited from academic (and other) discourses

in their regard, which, after all, play a significant role in “authenticating” boundaries.

In any case, this pamphlet indirectly speaks to my own reasons for focusing my

study of capoeria Angola in Rio de Janeiro.  One of my reasons for  displacing the study

of this “traditional” style into a city that has long been associated with the ideal of

cultural “modernity” in Brazil, is to question the tendency to treat cultural practices as

                                                  
13 These days, after all, the notion that traditions are invented is quite widespread amongst social scientists.
Here, it may well make little difference if one holds to the distinction between “invented” and “genuine”
traditions, or assets that “all” traditions are invented, for the latter still relies on “a choice between
invention and authenticity, between fiction and reality, between discourse and history” (Ivy 1995: 21).
Indeed, a number of scholars of capoeira have recently argued that such is the case with respect to both
styles of capoeira that emerged in the 1930s (Lewis 1992; Reis 1997) – that they are both equally
“(re)invented”.  Curiously, while such assertions were made from an “impartial” perspective, they
inadvertently side with the viewpoint of practitioners of the “modernized” style over against those of
capoeira Angola, insofar as the former not only make no pretense of having significantly modified the art,
but tend to proudly proclaim the “progress” it has undergone, whereas the latter hold to what might well be
dismissed as a “fictional” claim of preserving its tradition.
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“second nature” to the inhabitants of particular geographic regions.  It highlights instead

how these practitioners have resituated this practice in response to its displacements, and

how they call aspects of the art’s altered context into question through the very process of

revitalizing “tradition” within a “modern” social setting.  The discontinuous history of

capoeira in Rio – the fact that it was forced to survive elsewhere before returning decades

later – offsets the tendency to link tradition with continuity and modernity with change.

Here, the temporally-marked terms used to distinguish between styles lose the neat, linear

relation that otherwise renders that distinction “natural”, as the resurgence of interest in

the “traditional” style comes as an active response to the perceived limitations of the

“modernized” style – and the particular “world(view)” whose values it embodies rather

than a defensive retreat to an idealized past.

Here, what Paul Gilroy (1993: 101, quoting and elaborating on Leroi Jones’

creative appropriation of Nietzche) termed the changing same of African Diasporic

culture offers a suggestive point of departure, as does James Snead’s elaboration of the

differing conceptions of repetition and change in “black” and European cultures –

perhaps the principle difference consisting in the former’s rejection of the latter’s

subordination of repetition and change alike to the demands of “accumulation and

growth” (J. Snead 1990: 220).   In a short but provocative essay, Almeida Pereira and M.

Gomes (2000) flesh out a closely related, equally dynamic conception of “tradition” with

respect to the continual crossovers between “black”/African-influenced cultural forms

and “popular culture” forms in Brazil:  Faulting intellectuals and political activists alike

for adopting overly rigid distinctions between tradition and modernity and uncritically

favoring one or the other in their critical engagements with such crossovers, they outline

a more flexible approach to tradition itself as at once a principle of continuity and a basis

for accommodating change – actively responding to altering social and historical

circumstances.  In the case of African Diasporic art forms such as capoeira Angola, then,

what is needed is a mode of approach that rejects overly neat distinctions between the
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passively “preserved” or “invented” tradition, and actively “inventive” or “modern”

practices, showing how something close to the inverse may just as well be the case,

depending on how one “frames” one’s “object”, or rather molds one’s investigation to the

subject-matter at hand.

This fluid yet volatile quality of capoeira Angola – a quality that at once traverses

and blurs the boundary between “subjective” and “objective” dimensions thereof –

happens to lend itself to be taken up by what Deleuze and Guattari term a “minor”,

“ambulant”, or “nomad” approach to (social) scientific investigation (Deleuze and

Guattari 1987: 361-37).14  First and foremost, the “ambulant” sciences adopt a thoroughly

liquid or “hydraulic” model of reality: they treat reality as “initially” a matter of flows

and flux, whose crystallizations into structures and solids comprise the special case.

Second, their principle objective lies in tracing processes or “becomings” rather than

separating “constants” from “variables” and seeking to subordinate the latter to the

former. And third, they deploy a “vortical” geometry, in which curved vectors,

declinations, and “clinamens” (“the smallest angle by which an atom deviates from a

straight path” (ibid: 361) take precedence over straight lines, points, and fixed

coordinates.  Put concisely, in taking up an “ambulant” perspective, it is no longer “a

question of extracting constants from variables but of placing the variables themselves in

a state of continuous variation” (ibid: 369).  This requires that one set aside the concern

for reproducing (results, constants, testable hypotheses and/or readily verifiable

conclusions), which “implies the permanence of a fixed point of view that is external to

what is reproduced: watching the flow from the bank” (ibid: 372), and concentrate

instead on following the varied movements of that to which one attends, searching out the

                                                  
14 These principles are taken from Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987: 361-374) reworking of Michel Serres’ re-
reading of pre-Platonic philosopher/scientists’ conceptions of reality, and their applications to the outer
bounds of science as presently practiced; Brian Massumi (2002: 6-15) also fleshes out similar principles
regarding the “fluidifying” of philosophy, cultural critique, and scientific investigation. Many of the points
mentioned below resonate with and indirectly recapitulate points made in the introductory chapter, even as
they are articulated around different figurations, or “relays” between “theory” and “practice”.
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singularities of such movement as it traverses localized contexts, from an equally mobile

(set of) perspective(s).  Here then, it is not merely a matter of endeavoring to contain that

fluidity through the ever more refined, watertight distinctions between “subject” and

“object” or “inside” and “outside”, say, or to channel it through a carefully controlled,

“reflexive” outpouring of one’s own self-positioning, but to respond to its liquid nature in

a similarly supple manner.15

Elaborating on the perspective asserted in the pamphlet along these lines, we

could say that the “modernization” of capoeira entailed an effort to contain the flowing

form and substance of capoeira– flows inseparable from the forced displacement of

Africans across the Atlantic Ocean no less than the highly volatile fluidity of (“black”)

street culture (see Dias 2001: 27-51)  – within the rule-bound and spatially enclosed form

of a sport/spectacle, subordinated to the discourse/discipline of “physical education”

(seeVieira 1995: 199-124).  Whereas, as we shall flesh out subsequently, capoeira Angola

aims not to suppress chaotic impulses so much as cultivating them within the cultural and

corporeal substance of the art, thereby imbuing those impulses with a renewed historical

sensibility, such that such reworked impulses are capable of actually adding to the overall

creativity of the game.

Of course, to presume that capoeira Angola successfully avoided such efforts of

“modernization” would be to fall into an idealized view of its past and present alike.

Such a view would be no less simplistic than that of viewing modernization as neatly in

line with the goals of domination, as opposed to the provisional outcome of a heated

contest between multiple, asymmetrical interests on the part of the “dominated” and

“dominating” alike.  Moreover, it would be to ignore practitioners’ efforts to rework the

“mold” of a modern sport/spectacle towards other ends, let alone fashion other molds

                                                  
15 As Kathleen Stewart (1991, 1996) puts it, this involves attending at once to the “constitutive forms” and
“interpretive moves” of the cultural practices being addressed, and the unavoidably porous relation between
our discourses and those practices.
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with which to outwardly contain capoeira, such as that of an “art form” privileged here.16

Whereas, the pamphlet is quite upfront about capoeira Angola’s emergence in response

to those modernizing efforts, not prior to or in disregard for them, and stipulates that not

only the Regional style but also Angola “have persisted until the present days according

to the dynamic of their respective transformations”(italics added) – hardly a static

understanding of what it means to “preserve” the traditional style of the art form.

But then this still begs the question: what exactly is being preserved, and why

isn’t it clearly stipulated?  Although the excerpt above offers little in the way of an

answer in this regard, one has only to flip over the pamphlet from which it is taken to its

front page to find a vague yet concise response, in the form of a quote in large, bold-

faced print:

Angola Capoeira Mother:
Mandinga [“Sorcery”] of the slave in the burning desire for freedom;

Its principle/beginning has no method;
Its end/objective is inconceivable
Even for the wisest capoeirista.17

This quote happens also to have been painted on the front door of the first officially

recognized capoeira Angola “academy”, opened in 1941 – a few years after the first

Regional academy was opened.  Read in conjunction with the earlier excerpt, it opposes

the sorcerous movement known as mandinga and inscrutable methods and ends of the

Angola style over against the “rigorous and objective” method and other “modernizing”

elements incorporated into capoeira Regional.  As such, we might say that the principle

                                                  
16 Along such lines, Letícia Sousa Reis (1997) argues that capoeira transformation into a sport would be
done in a “black and popular” way in Bahia in the 1930s – a way that contrasted with how, towards the
beginning of the century, certain intellectuals had unsuccessfully sought to legitimize capoeira in Rio de
Janeiro in the form of a sport in a way that overtly equated that desired transformation to “civilizing” and
“whitening” this “primitive”, “black” practice – a model that fit neatly with the ideology of racial and
cultural miscegenation as a means of “bleaching out” the stain of “blackness” on national identity in Brazil
(Reis 1997).
17 “Angola Capoeira Mãe:/ Mandinga de escravo em ânsia de liberdade; / Seu princípio não tem método;
Seu fim é inconcebível  / ao mais sábio capoeirista.”
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goal of those groups is to preserve the art – along with the “burning desire for freedom”

from which it stems – in solution, as it were:  not as a neatly bounded “object” made up

of fixed forms and unchanging contents to be passed unaltered from the past into the

present, so much as a fluid “subject” secreted within the folds of its outward appearances,

proceeding through the middle rather than from a beginning to an end.18

Approached as an exceedingly fluid subject matter, such movement incessantly

dissimulates itself, outwardly accepting the appearances imposed upon it, even while

subtly subverting or exceeding those appearances from within.   As such, it does not offer

a stable “ground” for culture or the self – or at least not the sort of ground upon which

anthropological theories of embodiment might acquire a “paradigmatic” status (see

Csordas 1990), and thence be admitted within the ranks of the “royal” sciences; it is far

too instable, fluid, indeterminate for that.19  It is at most a part-subject, since its reality is

dependent upon the effects it produces, and those effects do not add up to a whole; since

it does not possess fixed boundaries, or the illusion of possessing them; and since it only

properly exists so long as it remains in movement, moving between the effects it produces

and the affective investments in those effects (B. Massumi 2002: 71-80; see also L.

Grossberg 1992: 82).  At the same time, as a part-subject, it possesses not only a certain

agency – the ability to catalyze action, to make things happen in and through the game

(see Massumi 2002: 73), but also a certain consistency over time – namely, “a continuing

power to recollect” (Braidotti 2001: 180)20.

                                                  
18 “If one has to hide, if one always has to put on a mask, this is not because of a taste for the secret which
would be a little personal secret, nor as a precaution – it is because of a secret of a higher nature, that is,
that the path as no beginning or end, that it is in its nature to keep its beginning and end hidden, because it
cannot do otherwise” (Deleuze and Parnet 1987: 30).
19 “The coalescence of a research paradigm creates the possibility of an accumulation of knowledge, and
thus the phenomenon of scholarly progress.  What is less often recognized, for the human sciences at least,
is that any consolidation of a paradigm depends on the exclusion, or relegation to the status of ‘art,’ of
those elements of the changing discipline which call the credentials of the discipline itself into question,
those research practices, which … work at the edges of disorder” (Clifford 1981: 554).
20 As Rosi Braidotti notes, this temporal dimension of the post-structuralist subject is missed out on by
those who consider that subject only in spatial terms, and thence view it as inherently “fragmented” and
“disunited” (2001: 180).
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The inherently indirect, nonlinear movement of mandinga constitutes an

embodied figuration by which to recall the resistance to recollection characteristically

induced by the impact of traumatic events (Braidotti: 187) – dimensions of bodily, social

and historical experience too painful to be recollected in a straightforward, unimpeded

manner.  Not unlike Taussig’s figuration of the relation between history and sorcery,

mandinga embodies the history of slavery “as an opposition in meaning that the passage

of time marks and about which the victors and the vanquished of history array their

cosmos” (Taussig 1987: 374).  In presenting the “unrepresentable”,21 mandinga assumes

a central role in commemorating elements of the past not readily reducible to clear social

or historical referents – such as that vague yet decisive “burning desire for freedom”.  As

E. Casey argues, commemorating “thrives on indirection; it lives from unresolved,

unimaged remainders; it is altogether a phenomenon of ‘restance’” (Casey 1987: 220).

Restance, a neologism combining “resistance” with “remainder” (ibid: xi), fits quite well

with respect to how the shifting, impossible-to-pin-down movement of mandinga is

dissolved within capoeira Angola as a fluid yet interruptive force.  As an element of the

game that resists being directly perceived, let alone being recollected or depicted in any

straightforward way, mandinga is nonetheless fundamental to what is being remembered

through the art and how such memories are actively taken up in the present.

What else is mandinga, then, if not that special little dance that “we, as black

people, have brought to the world” (see Bill T. Jones above), deployed in such a way as

to flexibly counter the ongoing rule of force on and off the streets of Rio?

                                                  
21 The embodiment of mandinga in capoeira Angola lends itself to a politics of transfiguration – a politics
existing on “a lower frequency where it is played, danced, and acted, as well as sung and sung about”
(Gilroy 1994: 37), “struggling to repeat the unrepeatable, to present the unrepresentable” (ibid: 38).
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Black eyes, or looking into the soul of capoeira

It is precisely the unstable and unfixable nature of bodies in performance which
demands attention at this point in the development of bodily discourses – indeed,
we must begin not only to let the body go, but also to revel in its absence, and in
the traces engendered by its passage from presence to absence (Giplin 1996:
106).

I was once told a story regarding one set of “traces” engendered by the interplay

of moving bodies by a slight-built man of indeterminate age while sitting at a bar up on

an urbanized hill overlooking the densely populated area on the periphery of the city of

Rio de Janeiro, known as the Baixada Fluminense.  (It so happens that the knife-stabbing

event recounted at the beginning of Part Two – in “The felt reality of history” – had taken

place just down the hill from this bar, and that the narrator of the story about to be retold,

named Miudinho, was the same man who had once playfully slit my throat with his finger

and then “cured” it with a slightly altered touch, as recounted towards the end of that

chapter.)   The audience to the story consisted of a handful of this mestre-turned-

narrator’s students sitting around a lopsided table at the bar; we had just finished

practicing movements with him in a makeshift space with an unfinished roof and rough

concrete floor above the bar – the same space in which the throat-slitting event had taken

place.  Whereas, the event(s) to be recounted to us that evening as we sat around joking

and drinking, recuperating from one of his typically excruciating classes, had occurred up

on a hill not unlike this one, only a few thousand kilometers distant, in the near-ruins of

what had once been a fortress just above a neighborhood near of the northeastern city of

Salvador, Bahia, called the Pelourinho, or “Whipping Post”:

“I’ve seen plenty of mandinga in the games of the older masters of capoeira, and

don't even dream of entering the roda with them unless invited.  Once I saw João Grande
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playing with Curió22 in a roda at one of those capoeira Angola conferences in Bahia.

Tum, tum, tum [he accompanied the sounds by swaying back-and-forth with his upper

body], Curió played his clearly closed game, João Grande his deceptively open game,

with wide, sweeping movements.  Neither I nor my friend Macaco, who was sitting by

my side, saw anything malicious happen between them as they played.  Yet, when we

went home to João Grande's house to sleep, we noticed that one of his eyes was so

swollen it was almost shut.  I kept the observation to myself, but Macaco, in his own sly

way, found the opportunity to ask innocently:

“’What happened there, mestre?’

“’Oh, you mean my eye?  Something got in it when I was walking in the street,

and I rubbed it like this, and it got scratched.’

“’Oh, yeah, of course, you bet, mestre!’ Macaco replied, with a straight face and

crooked smile.”

At this point, our own mestre and narrator paused to finish his glass of beer, and

seeing that the bottle from which we were serving ourselves was empty, turned to the

owner of the bar – who was sitting with us – to get another one.  (The owner was a

capoeirista  himself, now “retired” as he liked to say; he had made the money to buy the

bar from touring the United States and Europe for some years as a member of Oba Oba, a

Brazilian dance troupe known for combining capoeira and samba into a seamlessly

choreographed spectacle of rhythm, force, and flesh, thereby portraying the unique

vitality and sensuality of Brazilian culture and its mystical African roots – or something

to this effect, according to my recollection of the description from the troupe’s brochure

he once gave me). Our mestre waited for the owner to return with a new bottle, and filled

back up all of our cups and then his own, before continuing:

                                                  
22 Mestres Curió and João Grande are two of mestre Pastinha’s eldest living – and still teaching –
practitioners, second only to Mestre João Pequeno in terms of years of experience in the game.  Mestre
João Grande was likely in his seventies when this story was told (he is evasive about his actual age), and
Mestre Curió likely somewhat younger.  Mestre João Pequeno is in his mid-eighties, and still playing.
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“The next day, there was another roda for the mestres present at the conference

and João Grande and Curió played again -- of course, João Grande's eye was already

almost better, healed by his subtle sorceries.  Tum, tum, tum [more swaying movements]

– a jogo fechado [“closed game”] followed, but again apparently without blows.  Still, the

following day, the last day of the capoeira event, Curió arrived at the roda with

sunglasses on, and it was already night-time.  My friend, with his typical cunning, asked,

with an innocent face, what had happened, and Curió responded by saying he had been in

a city bus, when the driver put on his breaks so suddenly, that he had hit his eye on the

chair in front of him.

"’What bad luck, hitting your eye like that without even hurting your nose!’ said

Macaco.

"’Um hum, bad luck,’ Curió responded, but his trickster-smile suggested

otherwise.”

* * *

We wear the mask that grins and lies,
It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes

This debt we pay to human guile;
With torn and bleeding hearts we smile,

And mouth with myriad subtleties
Why should the world be otherwise,
In counting all our tears and sighs?

Nay, let them only see us, while
We wear the mask

(Laurence Dunbar, “We wear the Mask”;
quoted in Gates and McKay 1997: 896).

Without black eyes, how may we look at the night? (Bachelard 1987: 77).

Among other things, what fascinates me is how this story invokes a “sorcerous”

realm of embodied action – mandinga – that obfuscates the perception of violence, even

as it renders the after-effects of that violence visible. It thereby suggests there is much
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more to capoeira Angola than can be seen by the untrained eye – or even by the trained

eyes of such experienced Angoleiros as the narrator of this story and his friend.  Indeed,

one might well question whether it was pure chance that in both cases it was an eye that

was targeted by unseen blows, whether those blows were not intended as veiled

violations of the act of seeing itself – hardly an improbable possibility, given the active

role that the look plays in the game.  Whether or not one considers the targeting of those

eyes in that exchange of blows to be significant in itself, the quote below attests to just

how active a role the eyes play in the game, at least as seen by the anonymous author of

an article on capoeira in a literary magazine published in 1906, over a decade after the

public presence of the capoeiras was forcefully eradicated from the country’s capital:

The soul of capoeira lies in the look [o olhar]; a subtle, agile fencing; firm yet
attentive, the retina is the flexible, piercing foil [fencing sword], serving to pry
into the as-of-yet still hidden intention, the desire only thought, always directed
towards the adversary, following all of their movements, seeing through their only
seemingly insignificant threats, so as to deflect them, just in time, with the
defensive dexterity of the arms in lively parries, or to avoid them with side-to-side
dodges and the jumping retreats of the body, light, on the tip of the toes, until
perceiving the opening and entering [it], to see how it is, to tell how it was, to use
the appropriate turn-of-phrase (L.C. 1906; emphasis added).

That article offers perhaps the most vivid view of capoeira as played close to a century

ago still available to us in the present – although in the paragraph just previous to this

one, the author laments the fact that practitioners of his time no longer take their amor a

arte, or “love for the art” to the extremes they once did.  This inserts a note of

ambivalence into his words, suggesting that they are less a description of an aspect of the

game as immediately present to him than a poetic evocation of the art as already passing

into the past and resurrected through the powers of his penned imagination.  He considers

the “look” of the eyes – those “windows to the soul” – as comprising the very soul of

capoeira.  This look consists in the way players use their eyes as instruments by which to

disclose one-another’s intentions, not only to defend against potential attacks, but also to
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pierce the other’s defenses.  Although the author begins the article by contrasting

capoeira’s emphasis on defending to that of attacking in most other martial arts, here his

rather aggressive description of the look offers insight into how suddenly that defensive

quality can be turned to offensive purposes – from avoiding a surprise attack to

perceiving an “opening” for such an attack oneself.

Indeed, his reference to the act of “entering” such an opening blurs the difference

between perception and action, as the “attack” is itself figured as an “exploratory” act

through the popular phrase with which he associates it – “to see how it is, to tell how it

was”.

In any case, through attributing “sorcerous” powers of deception to those elder

masters of the art, and thereby privileging the realm of the unseen from which visible

signs only emerge “after-the-fact,” the story Miudinho told that evening may be read as a

counter-narrative to the tendency to treat capoeira as a spectacle of physical force and/or

masculine aggressivity.  The execution of those unseen blows by such elderly men was

clearly a matter of skill, not force – more specifically, to (re)cite Taussig, “the skilled

revelation of skilled concealment” (1998: 222; see also Part Two, “Reve(i)lations of

Violence in the Inside Game”).

At the same time, the story undermines the contrary image of capoeira Angola as

a “harmless” dance in which fighting is merely simulated:  although it does not reveal the

“trick” involved in the execution of such unseen blows, the story does attest to their

effectiveness in the dark circles left by them.  Far from mere hocus-pocus put on by

elderly men in a sham attempt to reclaim a glimmer of their perhaps once-formidable

athletic prowess and martial arts skills, these men”s black eyes attested to something real

having happened in the games between them – real physical contact, for one, although

also something else.

The mandinga involved in such camouflaged contact might thus be equated with a

pragmatic conception of “magic” along the lines of what Giordano Bruno terms “the
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alloying of knowledge and the power to act” (in Brian Massumi 2002: 257-258n8).   Such

a conception is useful insofar as it runs against the tendency to treat anything deemed

“sorcerous” as the antithesis of enlightened reason, scientific rationality, or the like.

Indeed, such a practical understanding is suggested by a remarkably succinct yet

deceptively complex phrase not infrequently interjected into capoeira songs: Quem não

tem mandinga, não carrega patuá.  While at face value, it rather redundantly states,

“Those without sorcery don’t wear magical charms”, it could also be read as, “For those

without sorcerous guile, magical charms aren’t worth the while”; here, the “sorcery” of

the art is affirmed as something other than a mystical belief in protective powers.  A

sister-phrase to that one, which runs, Quem não tem mandinga, não assanha mangangá,

or “If you don’t have sorcery, don’t mess with a bumble-bee”, similarly evokes the

danger of being deceived by the typically easy-going appearance of capoeira Angola,

even as it refers obliquely to the nom de guerre of a legendary capoeira master with an

equally legendary reputation for not letting insults go unanswered, Besouro Mangangá.

While such phrases tend to be sung in response to players either too visibly displaying

their own (often overestimated) abilities, or underestimating those of their opponent, they

might just as well be read as a warning against dismissing the style as “ineffective” as a

martial art just because the fighting skills elaborated through it are rarely clearly

displayed.  At the very least, such an understanding of mandinga serves as a useful

counterpoint to interpretations regarding capoeira Angola practitioners’ emphasis on it as

out of touch with “modern” conceptions of reality as consisting in calculable relations of

force – a conception allegedly added to the art form by practitioners of the “modernized”

style, in transforming capoeira into a competitive sport and more “efficient” martial art.23

                                                  
23 According to such a view, capoeira Angola’s preocupation with such “traditional” conceptions as
mandinga indicated that this art “exempted itself from any necessity of demonstrating capability or
efficiency” (Vieira 1995: 123); privileging play over competition, it sought merely to “parody reality”
instead of “taking it as the basis for problematization or a calculated proceeding” (ibid).
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Although there was clearly a playful dimension to the games recalled in the form

of a story above, then, they just as clearly required both remarkable skill and a meticulous

understanding of force, a truly magical alloying of ability and knowledge, to execute

such attacks unseen and on the “same” target in such a way that evidence of their

effectiveness would appear only in the aftermath of the game.  Here, we could link

mandinga to the magical acts of substitution highlighted by Fanon in his discussion of the

poetics and politics of négritude in Black Skin, White Masks  – in this case, the

substitution of force with flow, and the inverse.  At the same time, it might well be linked

to “conjure” traditions – not only as an African survival, but as “an articulation of envy

and contestation” within slave and post-slave communities (Hartman 1997: 61).  Or, we

could follow Paul Gilroy in arguing that the anti-modernity of such “sorcerous” play

“appears in the (dis)guise of a premodernity that is both actively reimagined in the

present and transmitted intermittently in eloquent pulses from the past” (Gilroy 1993: 74;

my italics).

In any case, the ludic exchange of black eyes recalled in the story calls attention

to both the underlying danger of the game and the delight in dissimulating that danger

(and its occasionally painful consequences) both in and out of the game. It thereby attests

not only to the hidden violence of the game, but to the doubled veiling and unveiling of

that violence within this humorous account of a seemingly innocent game or dance.

Here, the relation between sorcery and dance is doubled over into that between dance and

dialogue, as in offering such transparently fabricated accounts regarding the ever-so-

mundane origins of their black eyes, these mestres effectively transformed such potential

indices of their vulnerability into further instances of their renowned skill in deception –

in and out of the game, verbally no less than bodily.  While inverting the terms of the

relation, this replication of the sorcery involved in the dance of capoeira within the

dialogue beyond it recalls Evan Pritchard’s classic description of the wiles of the

“witchdoctor”, who “does not only divine with is lips, but with his whole body.  He
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dances the questions that are put to him” (in Taussig 1998: 249); 24 whereas here, the

dance of deception is deployed to sidestep the questions posed in the ensuing dialogue.

There is clearly something ever so boyish about the whole affair – the humor

gleaned from the elder practitioners’ bruises, no less than the ever-so mundane causes

given as excuses for the bruises. After all, such explanations, as with the use of

sunglasses, only drew further attention to the bruises they outwardly concealed, much as

laughter itself often reveals the very anxieties it seeks to cover up.  Yet here, the humor

of their responses was no doubt intended; if we are to make something of the black eyes

resulting from such rough play, it is not despite that play or the humor of the excuses

given in their regard but through them that we may feel out the inner pulses of the art

form.  Far from either detracting from the mystery thereof or, conversely, further

“mystifying” its purported lack of concern for reality (as, say, a calculable relation

between forces), this “lighter” side of capoeira (Angola) is an indispensable counterpart

to its deadly serious, “dark” side.25  Not so much underneath that strange mixture of

(rough) play, humor, and concealment as suffusing it, there lies a darker reference to

something that cannot be clearly or concisely stated without dispelling its constitutive

ambivalence, something lying at the margins of public consciousness like the bruised

flesh around those eyes – or like the opaque reference to the violence of slavery

embedded in the name of the neighborhood where the games recounted in his story had

taken place.

We may take the relation between the story and the events narrated therein as

exemplary in this regard.  More than highlighting the contagious nature of that delight in

                                                  
24 Michael Taussig’s discussion/evocation of the intimate relation between witchcraft and dancing, and their
mutual involvement in the concealment and revelation of deception, is highly relevant here (Taussig 1998;
see pp. 226 and 249 in particular).
25 Even though the (unseen gestures resulting in those) black eyes have no direct socio-historical referent
akin to the razors that the capoeiras once wielded, the sorcerous dance from which they precipitated might
still be equated with the process of reve(i)lation enacted through the throat-slitting gesture, as fleshed out in
the previous chapter – a term elaborated there, following Taussig’s evocative phrase, as “the skilled
revelation of skilled concealment” (Taussig 1998: 222; see Part Two, “Reve(i)lations of the Inside Game”).
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deception as it crossed over from the game into the players' mock-attempts to cover up

and deny their playful exchange of violence – and thereby extending the art of

dissimulation beyond the narrow bounds of the game – the narrating of the encounter

itself became infected by that very delight, and passed it on to his audience.  Our narrator

never stopped to explain why he was telling the story or exactly what he meant by it or

what had really happened.  He did not attempt to exorcise the sorcery involved in the

veiled acts recounted in his story through a rationalizing explanation, treating the

reciprocal exchange of blows as, say, an overly literal application of the Old Testament

ethic of “an eye for an eye”.  Instead, he enlisted the subtle magic of storytelling itself to

recall the no-less magical appearance of such bodily signs of the unseen impact of

physical force in the aftermath of those outwardly peaceful games.

At the same time, he inflected that very act of storytelling with something more

than just the verbal semblance of mandinga through the back-and-forth swaying of his

upper torso as he recalled the rhythmic interchange of movements between the elder

mestres, even as he gave voice to the downbeat that accompanied their movements (tum

tum tum). In thus revivifying the rhythmically danced nature of mandinga, he produced

an embodied trace of the games he narrated, which – not unlike those inscribed around

the eyes of the mestres in the wake of those games – resists reduction to any particular

(set of) meaning(s).  And, at the same time, those of us listening to our mestre’s story

inflected what he was saying (and how he was saying it) with our own embodied

understandings of the art, still reverberating quietly within us shortly after a typically

excruciating practice in the space above the bar.  It was through the interplay of these

various dimensions, in which the act of narration became thoroughly contaminated with

that which is narrated, that the story evoked – or, more forcefully, invoked a fleshed-out

sense of the sorcerous movement of which it spoke.26

                                                  
26 “What generates much of the meaning of story is the tension between the linearity of narrative movement
and the complex cyclical rhythm into which images are worked.  One can discern this aesthetic tension in
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Folding over traces of movement from the game into its very texture, this

narrative medium of recollection inextricably intertwines the memory of movement with

the acknowledgement of its imperceptible underside, the all-too-visible signs of the

visceral impacts that interrupted such movement, the repetition of feint and counter-feint

in the dialogues ensuing in the aftermath of the games, and the interplay of bodily

movement and voice in the act of telling the story itself.  Rather than treat such traces –

those voiced in words no less than those inscribed in flesh – as but the desiccated husks

of formerly sensate movements and potentially painful blows, the point of retracing them

through that story is, in part, to get at how they are capable of becoming fleshed out or

rehydrated in or through more than one form of remembrance, and the multiple manners

in which those forms “speak” to one-another along with those perceiving, listening,

and/or reading them.

Informal sources such as this story, whose play of concealment and revelation is

at the same time closely informed by the aesthetics of the game itself, attest to the value

of an indirect approach to pursuing the deceptive mode of movement known as

mandinga, and the potential for violence dissolved within such danced sorcery.  Still,

sometimes a more direct approach is useful in attesting to how that propensity for

violence is capable of precipitating out of the “traditional” style.  Such is the case with

the story that follows, based on my observation of a game between masters of the

different styles – although needless to say, the fact that this story is based on direct

observation does not make it any less partial in its point of view…

                                                                                                                                                      
the body of the performer: she establishes the metronomic grid of the story as she simultaneously depicts its
actions.  And the writer of story finds literary equivalents of these oral techniques” (H. Scheub 1998: 100).
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Countering force with fluidity

“So you're still playing at being a scientist, are you?” my mestre playfully jibed at

me as he stepped up to my level on the bench I was standing on, jotting down some notes

(I had left my camera at home) a short distance from the capoeira roda that was taking

place that evening at a small public square.  I was about to defend myself by pointing out

my still sweat-drenched t-shirt as evidence of having played my fair share in the roda

earlier, but he changed subjects before I uttered a word.

“You see that ‘playboy’ over there?” he said as he pointed towards one of the

players in the roda, whose muscle-bound body and crew-cut reminded me of a U.S.

marine; “playboy” is the “local” slang (obviously of transnational origins, although the

trajectory that brought it here and rearticulated its meaning is unknown to me) for male

youth that are typically well-groomed, muscle-bound, more often “white” than not, and

who like to play at being ever-so-tough.   

“His nick-name, Gigante, says it all; he considers himself a ‘master,’ and who

would dare tell him otherwise?  The guy's at least two-meters tall, and I doubt there's

space for a brain amidst all that muscle; he thinks he's a great white shark with no natural

predators – he thinks no one’s foolhardy enough to take him on.  Well, you see these

skinny arms and legs here?” my mestre said, holding out his arms as proof of the far from

formidable size of his own muscles; his own nick-name, Miudinho, or “Very Small”, only

underlined his point.   

“I don't know what it's going to take, but Miudinho here can't just stand around

watching this guy take down everyone he plays with, one after another, while he himself

stays upright”, he continued, referring to himself in the third-person, as it was his peculiar

habit to do.  “Somehow or another,” he added conclusively, “this 'Rambo', or better yet,

this ‘Goliath,’ is going to have to learn how to see from ground-level just like the rest of

us – and given his size, he might have to fall a little further and harder to see things from

that point of view!  Ha ha…”
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Miudinho made no move to concretize his boast just then, however.  Instead, he

stood there with me for some time, distractedly (or so it seemed) observing the action in

the game from our slightly elevated perspective, as I myself proceeded to jot down more

notes on the game, on his words, and on their mutual context.  The public “square” where

this roda was taking place was actually a circular space at the top of a hill, around which

a still-functioning trolly-car, or bonde, ran.  A number of streets branched outwards and

downwards from this roundabout of sorts, all cobble-stoned except for the one along

which the bonde ran, with its metal rails jutting just above the asphalt; although the bonde

now ran on electricity, it was otherwise much the same as it had been some hundred years

earlier when, drawn by mules, it had served as the only available mode of public

transportation not only for populated areas of the hillside neighborhood of Santa Tereza,

but for the city of Rio as a whole (See Abreu 1997: 44-50).  Whereas, the overall

neighborhood had changed from a fairly narrow strip of colonial-style mansions running

between forested hills – once renown hideouts for run-away slaves and other “outlaws”

(Machado 2002) – to those “same” mansions, most of which were now divided into any

number of rooms or apartments for rent in highly varied states of repair, and interspersed

with much more recently constructed apartment buildings and commercial storefronts;

the entire neighborhood was now “surrounded” (or even “besieged,” in the typical

language of the endless newspaper articles on tourists robbed, houses or apartments

broken into, and shoot-outs between drug-traffickers and the police in the neighborhood)

by over a dozen hillside favelas.

This particular roda had been organized by masters of the Regional style from the

Zona Sul, each of which had brought a handful of students with them.  As such, those of

us who were Angoleiros – of which only one was a mestre – were outnumbered from the

start.  Most of those participating were in their early to late twenties.  After a slow, casual

start, the roda had just recently become unusually crowded when at least three more

Regional mestres arrived with their students all at once, pulling up in a van and a couple
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of cars.  As a result, the rhythm picked up its pace, changing from an Angola to a

Regional rhythm, and the space in the roda became more and more quickly disputed, as

players cut into each-others’ games – an action termed “buying the game”, which was

rarely allowed in capoeira Angola rodas, and almost certainly not such short games as

were being played now.  As a consequence, all but a couple of the Angoleiros had

stopped playing the game itself; our style of play no longer “fit” the flow of the roda, as

we were used to games between two players being carried out in the drawn-out form of

conversations-in-movement.  Those Angoleiros that remained near the center of the

action without playing in the game itself resorted to playing the berimbaus and other

instruments, and lead the singing from time to time.

It was only once the game had heated up in this manner that Gigante had entered

the roda.  Apparently, he relished the greater license for the overt use of force thereby

entailed, as he proceeded to dispatch each of those with whom he played in quick

succession, sending them repeatedly onto the ground and eventually out of the roda, as he

stayed on inside it, cheered on by a handful of other players.  Although his refusal to exit

the game-space was tolerated because of his status as a mestre, it at the same time

constituted a clear if unstated challenge to anyone who dared to attempt to take him

down, thereby calling that status into question.  Still, Miudinho accepted that challenge at

his own leisure; he only made his move to enter the roda just as Gigante was finally about

to leave with a boisterous swagger.

From the moment Miudinho stepped within the ring of players, he did not just

“play” Gigante like the others had; he played his opponent with style, or guile. Indeed,

this was the case even before the actual physical contest between them began. Without

overtly acknowledging his opponent's presence, my mestre crouched down in front of the

row of musical instruments, and cried out, “Iêeeeeeee…!” – not in the abrupt manner

commonly known to end a roda (“Iê!”) but in a drawn-out tone more typically associated

with starting one.  It immediately became evident that the mestre of capoeira Regional
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playing the berimbau gunga – and thereby traditionally in charge of the roda – was

unfamiliar with this mode of ritually reinitiating the game, as the music came to a rather

discordant stop.  The Angoleiro playing the berimbau médio next to him wasted no time

in starting up the rhythm again, only now playing a rhythm itself known as Angola and

considered emblematic of the “traditional” style; besides being played at a considerably

slower pace, its last two notes were inverted from the Regional rhythm (which the

Angoleiros with whom I trained called São Bento Grande) that was being played just

before, giving a notably different feel.  The players of the other instruments quickly

followed suit – including the player of the gunga, his momentarily hurt self-esteem

notwithstanding.

As the music started back up at the newly stipulated rhythm, the odd expression

on Gigante’s face caught my attention:  to my eyes, it evidenced relief at having been

given the opportunity to catch his breath, mixed with multiple fonts of displeasure – at

having had his triumphant exit cut short, at the considerably slowed down pace, and

perhaps a hint of apprehension regarding his new challenger, whose name was

sufficiently renowned in the local capoeira world to make up for the fact that he was only

around half Gigante’s size and twice his age.  At first continuing to stand, Gigante

reluctantly lowered himself into a squatting position alongside his new adversary, at the

insistence of the player of the berimbau gunga (after a whispered comment from the

player of the médio, I believe).  Miudinho then launched into a ladainha , or solo song –

in this case, a well-known one, which was more the exception than the rule for this

mestre, who regularly improvised ladainhas according to the occasion at hand:

Tamanho não é documento Size is not all that counts
Isto eu posso lhe provar I can prove this, yes I can
Meu mestre bateu de sola My master easily took down
Num crioulo de assombrar A towering ‘black’ man
Apesar de muito baixo Even though he was short
Nunca levou prejuízo He got along just fine
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Ele disse p'ro diabo He told the devil
De ajuda não preciso Your help, I decline
Essa peleja se deu The bout took place
Na ladeira da Lapinha At the street of Lapinha
Entre o diabo malvado Between the mean devil
E o meu Mestre Pastinha And my mestre Pastinha
Essa história meu colega This story, my friend
Ele quem contou p'ra mim It was he that told it, I’m sure
No lugar que eles brigaram, In the place where they fought,
Nunca mais nasceu capim, The grass never grew again,
Camarada… My friend…

The scent of challenge could hardly be missed in Miudinho’s choice of songs,

notwithstanding its mythical dimension, its ritualized reference to friendship, or the

differences in the antagonist’s skin-color (“black” in the song, “white” in the roda).  As

was custom, Miudinho followed this ladainha with a chula or louvação, praising God,

Mestre Pastinha, his own mestre, the opponent’s mestre, sorcerous movement, trickery

(ironically, these latter two values praised are more typically associated with a “devilish”

nature, whereas the preceeding song attributes only greater size to his devil-as-

adversary), capoeira, the hard life beyond the roda, and his opponent’s skill, ending with

the not infrequently sung formalized lines of praise: ... “Iê, this boy is good”, and then,

“Iê, he knows how to play”; to each line sung, the audience responded by repeating the

line in kind, with the word camará, or “friend”, added on.  The last two lines, rather than

assuaging the indirect challenge offered by the song, sounded more like a disguised taunt

– a taunt no less subtly echoed in the well-known corrido he then initiated, without

missing a beat:

“Valha me Deus, “Protect me God,
Senhor São Bento Mister Saint Bento
Buraco velho Old holes
Tem cobra dentro” Have snakes in them”
“Valha me Deus, “Protect me God,
Senhor São Bento...” Mister Saint Bento…”
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Instead of immediately passing the corrido over to one of the berimbau players after

singing the first line, as was the unstated protocol, Miudinho kept on leading the song as

he and his opponent guardedly shook hands and moved into the roda – yet another

indirect taunt, insofar as his continuing to sing implied that his opponent did not present a

sufficient challenge to require his full attention in the game.

Whether or not he perceived such subtle taunts, that enormous aberration of a man

began playing politely enough, apparently showing a modicum of respect for Miudinho’s

age and experience.  When, after a brief time playing and singing at the same time, my

mestre passed the song on to the player of the berimbau médio  (also an Angoleiro),

Gigante wasted no time in motioning to the player of the gunga (still the Regional

mestre) to pick up the tempo.  Even though the rhythm being played was still (technically

speaking) “Angola”, its newly picked-up pace seemed to instantly restore an air of

confidence to Gigante’s face, as he speed up his game accordingly.  Apparently feeling

more firmly in his element, he proceeded to execute acrobatic moves and leaping kicks

that were all the more spectacular given the inordinate mass of his body, to which many

in the audience responded with cries of excitement.

Meanwhile, Miudinho’s own game did not outwardly register the picked-up

tempo; he still looked like he was getting warmed up, as he continued to play with a nice

and easy, side-to-side swaying dance-step or jinga – seemingly oblivious to the altered

cadence, although strangely still more “in step” with the overall rhythm than Gigante, it

seemed to me.  Miudinho moved just quick enough to get out of the way of his

opponent’s moves and dodge his attacks; indeed, the occasional kick or head-butt that he

interspersed in his own game were all more feigned than actualized, as if he were

reluctant to commit himself fully to the game at hand, playing almost all on the

defensive.

 Then, as if from nowhere, Gigante launched a kick towards Miudinho with the

full weight of his body behind it.  His monstrous foot, had it connected with its target as
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he clearly intended it to, would have sent my mestre flying who knows how far and

resulting in who-knows-how-many broken bones, let alone sore muscles. But Miudinho

narrowly averted the kick by nimbly dropping to the ground on all fours just underneath

that battering ram of a leg.  In quick succession, almost as part of the same movement in

which he dropped to the ground, and thus before Gigante had time react, he shot one of

his feet forward behind the foot on which his adversary was supporting himself as he

kicked out, and placed the other foot just in front of the joint of the knee of that same leg.

Thus positioned, Miudinho paused for an instant, as if to allow time for Gigante to

register the inevitability of what would come next.  Then, he simultaneously pushed with

one foot and pulled with the other, in such a way that there was nothing for his massive

aggressor-suddenly-turned-victim to do – if he wished to save his leg from snapping –

besides come toppling down, oversized ego and all.

This Goliath – as Miudinho had referred to him shortly before presuming to take

on the Biblical role of David himself – was so astonished that he just lay there for a

moment, as if still in denial of the actuality of his fall.  My mestre spared no time in

jumping over to his side, offering Gigante a hand as he asked with a concerned voice if

he were alright, as he must have accidentally tripped on something: “The ground is so

damn uneven here, isn't it?”  Of course, the truth was somewhat different – the snake had

finally come out of its old hole – but his facial expression in delivering that line showed

no visible sign of mockery.

Some time later, Miudinho commented to me that although he had acted in

this way to diffuse the situation, making it unseemly for Gigante to take overt

offense, he had nonetheless taken unseen precautions lest his humiliated foe

should try to grab him and snap him in two when he came within reach, as the

latter could easily have done if given the chance, particularly given the violent

disposition for which that so-called mestre was well known. “Miudinho’s a nice

guy, but he's no fool,” he said to me of himself, with endearing conceit.In any
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case, from the moment Gigante fell, it seemed to me that the overall feel of the

roda improved considerably, as if a good deal of pent-up animosity found an

outlet merely in witnessing that dreamlike fall – dreamlike even as its reality was

testified to through blinking eyes.  Indeed, it was impossible for me to distinguish

the sound of his body impacting the ground from something like a collective sigh

of content let out that same moment, not only by those players who had been

humiliated by him in the game, or other Angoleiros like myself, but by everyone

else that was feeling excluded from the roda by the air of aggressiveness his

presence had lent the roda up until then.  That feeling of release would likely have

lingered but a for a moment and then dispersed, if Miudinho had not taken up the

berimbau gunga and taken over the singing as he left the game right then after a

brief touch of the hand that just passed for a handshake; he then proceeded to

raise the rhythm to another groove (see Feld 1988) altogether – a groove that drew

that sentiment along in its wake and renewed the overall “energy”27 of the roda.

Following suit, I put away my notepad and joined and back into a part of the roda

myself, as Miudinho took up a corrido I had heard countless times but was still

capable of raising the (invisible) hairs on back, particularly when voiced with the

resounding force and emotive impact his ever-so-minute body was nonetheless

capable of generating:

Eu sou Angoleiro, I am an Angoleiro,
Angoleiro é que eu sou… An Angoleiro is what I am…

* * *

The man went on beating Dad, pulverizing him, crushing him with an avalanche
of ceaseless punches.  I could see Dad falling around in exhaustion and
bewilderment.  There was a terrified and cowardly look in his eyes.  Blood poured

                                                  
27 Practitioners’ references to the level of “energy” in roda resonate with how I address “affect” – see Part
Three, “Becoming-Fluid, or surfing on waves of affect”.
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down the sides of his nose and the corners of his eyes.  Dad was taking a cruel
beating but he didn’t turn around and run.  He took the blows.  He absorbed them.
He withstood them.  He soaked them into his body and spirit.  I heard the
wrenching of his neck.  I heard the rattle of his teeth whenever the man’s knuckles
connected with them.  I heard the grinding crunch of fists on bone.  Dad cried out
and groaned.  And then he cowered.  With his fists barely held up, Dad went low,
as if he were groveling.  The man towered over him, his yellow eyes steaming in
the darkness.  And then Dad crouched.  He made the movements of a trapped wild
animal.  Then, slowly, he moved this way and that, swaying, hands in front of him
like a praying mantis.  Then I saw how Dad was transforming.  He was going
back to simple things.  He was going back to water, to the earth, to the road, to
soft things.  He shuffled.  He became fluid.  He moved like a large cat.  Sliding
backwards, he entered into the midst and gathered arabesque of lights.  I felt a
great strange energy arising from him.  He was drawing it from the night, and the
air, the road, his friends.  The man closed on him and Dad went on dancing
backwards, shuffling, floating on his agonies, into the darkness… (Okri 1991:
357).

Unlike the scene above, taken from a book that allegorically evokes the violent

impact of “modernity” in Nigeria as witnessed by a spirit-child-turned-boy,  there is no

punching in capoeira – or not in capoeira Angola, at least.  Still, this does not prevent

one’s feeling like a punching-bag on occasion, or from learning, sometimes the “hard”

way, to become fluid in response to force.  Some years ago, during a visit to Austin,

Texas, from mestre Miudinho, I heard him referring to me while talking to some of the

students in the capoeira group which I used to lead there:  “When I first met “Escote” [as

my name is pronounced in Portuguese, easing the abruptness of the consonants through

the added vowels], he was so stiff, you wouldn't believe it now; as much as I dislike

violence, I had to beat on him plenty to soften him up, just like tenderizing meat for a

barbecue, ha, ha; he still has a long way to go, but he doesn't have anything like the same

body he had back then.”  On another occasion, after a capoeira workshop he had taught to

the group in Austin, this same mestre remarked to me:  “That's what people in the States

don't understand, or just aren't willing to endure – that it takes a lot of hard work, a lot of
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training, a lot of hard play to loosen up the body and the mind so that your game can flow

more, for you to become an Angoleiro.”

More times than I can count, I have heard him and other teachers of the

“traditional” style of the art affirm such statements as, “Angoleiros have to learn to use

flexibility against force”, or, “The violence of capoeira Angola is a matter of style, not

force”, or, “The more mole [soft/loose] your body is, the easier you’ll evade an attack”,

or, “Don’t just react to aggression; learn to think of responses through your body”.  Not

infrequently, illustrations are drawn from the animal world, such as:  “A good Angoleiro

plays like a snake/scorpion:  they use their bite/sting exclusively for defense, but that

does not make their venom any less deadly”.  At other times, images are drawn from any

number of mass/popular cultural sources – films, more often than not – to convey this

embodied philosophy of forceful fluidity.  In this regard, one mestre liked to use an adage

taken from a kung-fu film when a wizened master gives counsel to a hesitant pupil about

to confront a seemingly invincible foe:  “If one drips water continuously on a rock, it will

eventually wear away or break, no matter how hard that rock happens to be.” Another

mestre liked to make a similar point negatively, saying, “Capoeira Angola is not

‘Robocop’”; he would then execute the movement(s) he was teaching in the stiff robotic

fashion of the cyborg-protagonist of Paul Verhoeven’s now “cult” film – often provoking

laughter from his students – followed by the “same” movement(s) performed in the

“fluid,” non-mechanistic fashion he sought to teach.

A ladainha I have heard on more than one occasion eloquently evokes this felt

identification with a certain quality of fluidity that is so integral to becoming an

Angoleiro:

Hoje eu vi um menino Today I saw a boy
Ligeiro é bem verdade Fast, it's certainly true
A ele eu aconselho To him I advise
De jogar com todo cuidado To play warily and wise
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Foi na Capoeira de Angola It was in Capoeira (of) Angola
Que Aprendi este ditado: That I learned this motto:
Não adianta agilidade Speed without guile
Sem usar a sabedoria Is not worth the while
Angoleiro de Valor The true Angola devotee
Não precisa de garantia Needs no guarantee,
Sabe desequilibrar He knows how to 'imbalance,'
Se aprumar e até cair To stand up and even to fall,
Sabe ceder p'ra ganhar He knows to concede to succeed,
E quando quer, And when he wants,
Sabe iludir,  He knows how to mislead,
Camara… My friend…

For Angoleiros, a relative absence of fluidity tends to be attributed to the other

style(s) of capoeira, in more than one way:  because practitioners thereof spend much

more of the game in an upright position, or due to the more systematic (and thence

predictable) nature of their movements, or because of the greater emphasis therein on the

overt display of physical strength in high kicks, leaps into the air, and the like.  Yet, if

this song praises the value of a fluid mode of play, it is anything but a smoothly patterned

exchange of movements.  In fact, the latter phrase offers a fairly accurate characterization

of the “modernized” version(s) of capoeira, at least when performed as a spectacle –

spinning bodies unleashing kicks in quick succession, something like twin cogs in a

machine; and conversely, it is this dimension that lends that style to be viewed as an

aesthetic embodiment of “modernization” – a maximum display of force with a minimum

of effort.  The “wary” mode of maneuvering praised through this song is anything but

flowing in this straightforward sense.  Indeed, one might wonder why I am appealing to

this song as evoking “fluidity,” as nowhere in it is this term, or even a near synonym,

used; but that is part of the point:  that the fluidity to which it gives voice lies in its

valuing the willingness to concede the appearance of defeat, only to turn that appearance

to one’s own advantage, reworking the terms of the “argument”, tweaking the “rules” of
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force, taking as-of-yet unannounced rabbits out of one’s hat.  In this case, that “rabbit”

takes the form of a phrase of (surprise, surprise) mestre Pastinha’s, which states:

The game has to be played without dirtying one’s clothes, without letting the body
touch the ground.  When I play, they even think the old man is drunk, because I
get all soft and disjointed, looking like I’m going to fall.  But no one yet has taken
me down, or is going to succeed in doing so (Mestre Pastinha from Bola Sete
1989: 184).

While the true Angoleiro “needs no guarantee”, and rather than assume anything

resembling an upright stance – heroically laying claim to the ground beneath one’s feat or

the like – she or he prefers instead to mimic the wobbling movements of someone who

has imbibed too much of a certain fluid, they take pride in transforming that appearance

of being “soft”, “a pushover”, into a principle of identity formation.  Here, then, capoeira

Angola can be taken up as a culturally, historically, and aesthetically “black” style whose

emphasis on a fluid game involving covert force is opposed to the transformation of the

art into an overt spectacle of force and the “bourgeois” and/or “white” perspective on the

world thereby incorporated.  At the same time, insofar as Angola’s emphasis on fluidity

still constitutes an effective mode of fighting – all the more effective through its

dissimulation of physical force – it offers a powerful figuration of blackness as an

identity forged through struggle – a mode of struggle tempered by both the imposed

necessity and freely assumed pleasures of evasion.

Far from limited to an aesthetic difference between styles, practitioners extend the

principle of countering force with fluidity with respect to the world beyond the game, as

in a means of fluidly fighting o sistema, “the system.”  Not unlike its English counterpart,

this term is frequently used by Angoleiros as shorthand for that complex of social forces

that reproduce longstanding divisions between rich and poor, “whites” and “blacks”, and

the like, only in the case of Brazil the term has the added weight of recalling the twenty-

odd-years-long military dictatorship, in which the State’s propensity to deploy force was

“out of the box”, so to speak.  While such a reference is not uncommonly tied to the ease
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with which “the system” is capable of crushing overt manifestations of opposition – a

conception of the system not infrequently tied back to the institution of slavery – it can

just as easily be applied to that relatively more covert, mediated network of power

through which such manifestations of force are refigured as protecting law-abiding

citizens from “subversives”, some decades ago, or more recently from “marginals” – a

catch-all term not so different from how the term “capoeira” was once deployed.  Here, it

is over against such a figuration of the “system” as based on the use of force – both overt

and indirect, immediately physical and discursively) mediated – that capoeira Angola’s

emphasis on fluid movement takes on a more expansive oppositionality for its

practitioners.

The emphasis on flowing against force amongst Angoleiros takes on politicized

affect and meaning not only through its opposition to the inflexibility of force, or to the

visibility of such force, but also to a broader and more diffuse spectacularization of

power – the simultaneous withdraw from and over-coding of the felt immediacy of

experience through which power is disseminated through the social fabric (see Massumi

2002: 42-44).

While in the story of the game told earlier, I held to the pretense of seeing most of

what was going on, there are moments even in games that I’ve videotaped, particularly

between the more experienced players, that still don’t make sense, no matter how many

times I watch and review the action: it is as if such moments actively resisted the

revelatory powers of the audiovisual gaze.  Indeed, this has largely been the case even

when watching such videos with fellow practitioners, although there is something about

the shared response to such moments that more closely approximates the nature of the

action as it happens.  This is neither about the ability to reconstruct “what really

happened” through mutual verification and correction, nor about culturally-coded and

emotionally-charged, “subjective” responses cohering into a mutual interpretation.

Rather, it has to with the quasi-corporeal nature of movement, doubled over into both
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singularized style and dialogic interaction in the game, which is itself redoubled in the

no-less quasi-corporeal nature of our proprioceptive responses outside of it, likewise

permeated at once with our singularly incorporated knowledge of that movement and our

vague discernment of that style, as felt as well as seen, as mediated through the video and

immediated through our talking, gesturing, laughing and so on.28  In other words, it has to

do with the “inherently” vague fluidity of movement as materialized in style – a style that

in this case materializes the very resistance of such movement to being framed in any

distinct or definite way.

This ever-so-fluid quality of capoeira Angola, approached in this way, is such that

it cannot be neatly contained within boundaries; it is what overflows clear-cut distinctions

between the “inside game” and the “outside game”, no less than the inside game and the

outside world.  At the same time, it tends to flow from the inside to the outside:  that

which interrupts its flow tends to come from the outside, although that outside is more

radically outside – less contextually placed or historically gounded – than the world

immediately beyond the art. Although thus allied with the inside of the art, this fluid-yet-

volatile sensate quality of “inside game” is by no means reducible to the “subjective”

dimensions of play, although it is in large part the contingent connections made between

these that induces that fluidity to leak out or to pill into other territories, memories, and

the like.29

                                                  
28 Here, “quasi-corporeality” consists in the “superposition of the sum total of the relative perspectives in
which the body has been implicated, as object or subject, plus the passages between them: in other words as
an interlocking of overlaid perspectives that nevertheless remains distinct” (Massumi 2002: 57), whereas
“proprioception” consists in the translation of the “exertions and ease of the body’s encounters with objects
into a muscular memory of relationality” (bid: 58); proprioception, moreover, “effects a double translation
of the subject and the object into the body, at a medium depth where the body is only body, having nothing
of the putative profundity of the self nor of the superficiality of external encounter” (ibid: 59).
29 The fluid boundaries of the “inside game” thus muddle attempts to treat the “inside game” as a “game
within the game”, as, for instance, Lowell Lewis (1992) perceptively treats the chamada – a “subroutine” in
the game made up of a ritualized series of actions with relatively neatly stipulated bounds for beginning and
ending such play, as well as an implicit set of (anti-)rules built up around the principle of breaking or
inverting the unstipulated rules of “normal” play.
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Reviving “blackness” from the ocean of the dead

“É preto, é preto, é preto, “It’s black, it’s black, it’s black, 
Calunga Calunga
A capoeira  é preta!” Capoeira is black!”
“É preto, é preto, é preto, “It’s black it’s black, it’s black,
Calunga” Calunga”
“Essa ginga é preta!” ‘This ginga is black!”

The manner in which this song asserts the “blackness” of the art is noteworthy,

insofar as the term employed is not negro – that more commonly used to self-consciously

affirm “black culture” and/or “identity” in Brazil, at least amongst those influenced by

the movimento negro, or “Black Movement”, in Brazil – but preto.  Actually, one might

say there is a rather simple explanation for the use of the term preto, lying in the fact that

a near identical version of this song is sung in Afro-Brazilian religions (see V. Cardoso

2004), with only the last word changed from calunga to Cambinda; Cambinda, it so

happens, is the name of a female preto velho, the spirit of a dead slave – thence, the

song’s use of “preto”.   Still, such an explanation fails to do justice to the offbeat

resonance that the voicing of that term is capable of exerting in the present. For one, it

would be to miss out on how the song plays off both the singular sound of the word itself

– the rhythmic conjunction of the accented “É” followed by the  audibly ex-pressed air in

the “pr” of “preto”, thrice repeated;  “É negro, é negro, é negro” would all-too-

didactically convey that the dance is “black”, but would hardly carry the same punctuated

impact.  Moreover, it would be to miss out on how that song takes a term that is rarely

used as a term of self-reference – and even when deployed as an allegedly “neutral”

description of skin color, as in population censuses, still carries a negative charge (see

Maggie 1996) – and effects a performative inversion of its value as a positive marker of

identity.  Indeed, it would be to miss out on how the affective charge produced through

forcefully and beautifully singing of this song becomes capable of repolarizing the



257

typically negative charge of that term – a charge that is, after all, based on the

longstanding aesthetic devaluation of “blackness” in Brazil (see d’Adesky 2001: 34-35).

Still, what renders this song equally resonant here is the last word in the refrain,

“calunga” – the very word that altered in the song’s passage from religion to capoeira.

This term most likely derives from kalunga and/or Kalunga, both from Kimbundo (an

Angolan/Congolese language), meaning “ocean or sea”, and “death, plague”, respectively

(Dicionário de Cultos Afro-Brasileiros).  The practitioners from whom I learned the song

recognize either or both of these meanings, along with others.  Calunga thus conjoins two

realms that may well have come in contact with one-another in Angolan/Congolese or

“Bantu” cosmology in response to European colonialism:

Death became associated with the ocean because it was the ocean that brought the
agents of that slow death that is slavery, and because it was in the ocean that the
slaves departing for Brazil or the Caribbean would disappear forever….  For
enslaved Africans in America, the ocean, which no doubt recalled the one-way
trip to captivity, also appeared as link with the land of origins and thus a utopic
path by which to ‘return’ (Lienhard, in Bacelar and Caroso 1998: 119, 120;
translation mine).

In thus linking the art of capoeira (Angola) to the “ocean of the dead” conjoined in

calunga, this song simultaneously links the art with the living descendents of the Black

Atlantic (see Gilroy 1993) both in and beyond Brazil.

“…Mestre Pastinha é preto!” “…Mestre Pastinha is black!”

 “É preto, é preto, é preto, “It’s black, it’s black, it’s black,
 Calunga” Calunga”
“ Mestre _____ é preto!” “Mestre _____ is black!”
(…) (…)
“Meu mestre também é preto!” “My mestre is also black!”
(…) (…)
“Eu também sou preto!” “I too am black!”
(…) (…)
“Zumbi é preto!” “Zumbi is black!”
(…) (…)
“Malcom ‘X’ é preto!” “Malcom X is black!”
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 (…) (…)
“Rainha Njinga é preta!”… “Queen Njinga is black!”…

Far from only affirming the “blackness” of the game, the lines improvised by the

singer link it to any number of other black figures -- dead and alive, one’s own mestres

and that of others, in the art and beyond it, Brazilian and elsewhere in the African

Diaspora.  The lines can be sung in any order, and new one’s can be improvised on the

spot (whether or not in any way directly linked to that spot, or “context”).

As ordered above, the lines begin as if telling a line of descent by which the game

was passed down from mestre Pastinha, through other mestres, to the singer’s own

asserted blackness.  Yet, even here, other mestres might be named that have no direct link

to one’s own “game” – perhaps the name of the mestre that taught one of the people

playing in the roda as one sings, or a recently deceased mestre, likely to be on other’s

minds.  Here, one’s own “lineage” is broadened out to a more general “ancestry”, as if to

say, we are all common “ancestors”, one extended “family” of Angoleiros. (On certain

occasions, a mestre of the Regional style might be included in the song – if their presence

as a guest to the game at hand is being recognized, say – but likely not as an “ancestor”,

if sung by an Angoleiro.)  Sooner or later, reference will likely be made to Zumbi, the

now rather standard figure-head of  “black consciousness” in Brazil – a figure revered in

many capoeira ladainhas and whose anniversary (of his death) is commemorated by most

Angola groups, a week after that of Mestre Pastinha.

From there, particularly – although not necessarily – if sung at a roda taking place

in the United States, or if is being led by an African American in Brazil, the song might

jump from Zumbi to Malcom X, a (North) American equivalent of Zumbi.  Then again,

the singer might invoke Njinga, the Angolan queen known for combating the Portuguese

colonizers for much of her life – and also, its so happens, a homonym and near namesake

of the very dance-step through which movements are articulated in the game, the ginga.

Again, although that reference could be voiced by anyone, it is more likely to be made by
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a woman, or by a member of the capoeira Angola group named after that African queen

(located in São Paulo), which was led by two women, or at a roda held on the eight of

March to commemorate International Women’s Day.

“É preto, é preto, é preto, “It’s black, it’s black, it’s black,
 Calunga” Calunga”
“O berimbau é preto!” “The berimbau is black!”
(…)
“O atabaque é preto!” “The conga drum is black!”
(…) (…)
“O pandeiro é preto!” “The tambourine is black!”
(…) (…)
“Esse rítmo é preto!” “This rhythm is black!”
(…) (…)
“Até _____ é preto!” “Even ______ is black!”
(…) (…)
“Todo mundo é preto!”… “Everyone is black!”…

Besides affirming the blackness of the art, or expanding its field of reference

outward to include that vast African Diasporic formation articulated around the Atlantic

Ocean, the call also reverberates inward, painting the musical instruments and the overall

“rhythm” – and thence the singing itself – in similarly monochromatic terms, even while

introducing further variations – “offbeat” applications of that culturally and politically

charged color to objects, entities, and even persons that are not “in fact” black (not that

anything is “pure” black to begin with).  The song’s overlapping layers of resonance thus

tend to have the effect of “converting distance, or extension, into intensity” (B. Massumi

2002): 14) – an intensely felt affirmation of identity, in this case.

Following the “dissident” approach(es) to the politics of “racial” and “cultural”

identification mentioned in Part One, we would do well to listen to the resonances

between black voices in and across the Atlantic in such a way as to hear more than

merely the repetition of the same – clearly the case of this song, whose “origins” are
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“local” to Brazil, in Afro-Brazilian religion, even as it resonates with what from a

Brazilian (if not “white” than certainly not “black”) nationalist perspective are  “foreign”

African Diasporic voices.  In this regard, we might well recall that of Rinehart, the black

preacher/hipster in Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man – a figure whose resonance with the

capoeiras has been previously discussed, in preaching to his congregation, which

responds accordingly: “’…I said black is…’/’Preach it, brother…’/’…an’ black ain’t’…”

(Ellison, 1972: 485).  As Isaac Julien comments on that scene, the “call-and response

dialectic” therein refigures the very identity being voiced as open-ended, such that the

“fluid continuum of blackness is made and remade” (I. Julien 1992: 255).  As he goes on

to point out, this flexibility that has tended to dwindle with the increasing prominence of

Afrocentric discourses in the United States, in which the “black ain’t” side of the

dialectic tends to take over, defining blackness in rigid opposition not just to the

dominant “white” culture, but to other marginalized forms of identity (feminist or gay,

for instance), as well as to “impure” practices such as drug-use and interracial

relationships (ibid: 263).

Listening to the capoeira song with a similarly tuned ear, its affirmation of

blackness can be heard as anything but a homogeneously shared or neatly bounded

identity. Rather, the very reassurance afforded by those reverberating voices, instruments,

social references, and historical traces effects an opening outwards, first towards other

representative figures of the African Diaspora, and then with respect to the art as whole,

including all of those playing in that moment – even those participating in the roda that

are, “in fact”, “white”.   Far from purporting to erase racial distinctions in so doing,

however, that act of inclusion is itself remarked upon: “Even Scott is black”, the call

might run, resulting in scattered laughter along with the response – assuming I am on

familiar terms with a number of those in the roda, that is – overlaying repetition with
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further shades of difference.30 Actually, I would suggest that assumed familiarity is of

paramount importance here – a “white”, and even “gringo”, practitioner such as myself is

only likely to be included in this affirmation of “blackness” to the extent that she or he is

perceived as actively engaged with the art and its (predominantly “black”) practitioners.

For, of course, over against such affirmations of “blackness”, that word and the

“race” with which it is associated beyond the bounds of the art retains a marked negative

charge – largely unspoken, but hard to miss for those willing to see.  Consider when you

walk by a newspaper stand and glances over the flashy covers of health- and beauty-

related magazines, or as you distractedly watch the “prime-time” television novela[soap

operas]; in such instances, you will see the clear predominance of an other “color” and

the aesthetic value attributed to it; but then look at those coming down the path or road

leading to a favela, or at those targeted as spectacles of licensed abuse in the local

equivalents of “Cops” shows – or even the imported dubbed copies of that very show, for

that matter – and you’ll see the predominance of that other “color”, negatively charged.

Moreover, that negative charge cannot easily be discharged, no matter how often one

hears repeated, or repeats to oneself, the mantra of “racial democracy”, or the like.  But

what is worth repeating is that this is not only a matter of concern for “blacks”, even if

those seen as such are far more likely to climb up one of those hills at the end of the day,

and be continually subjected to the suspicious gaze of those poorly paid (and frequently

“black”) defenders of (the “racial” and social) “order”; for “whites” also fear blackness,

and that fear impacts on their (our) everyday lives, whether walking down a street or

driving a car, or startled in their (our) sleep by troubling dreams: “It is just because of

                                                  
30 Conversely, while on occasion I have lead the singing of this song, I have always refrained from voicing
the line asserting myself as “black”, as regardless of my perhaps humorous or solidarity-minded intentions,
it could hardly help but summon up such spectres as “black-face minstrelsy” in the United States, or the
longstanding nationalist appropriation of – and selective participation in – “black” (and “indigenous”)
culture(s) in (and beyond) Brazil.  Here, after all, it is the vector of inclusion that is paramount – the
breaking of the largely unspoken convention by which the inclusion extended from those “in” power to
those “out” of it extends from “whites” to “blacks”; and of course, even in the reversed case, there is still
plenty of room for falsity, as in when a “white” patron is invited backstage to a “black” rap group, or the
like.
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their insinuation and encroachment on our identities that we so violently reject despised

or ‘loathsome’ Others” (Catildi 1993: 144).

In any case, it is not only through the song’s expansive affirmation of blackness,

but also through the variably shared recognition of difference heard by those listening,

that this corrido, and others like it, become capable of reworking the affective

investments of those directly or indirectly participating in the roda, rendering the

identification that it calls forth all the more vibrantly fluid and open-ended.

That said, it is time to plunge into the midst of the game itself, fleshing out what it

feels like to play through a contingent figuration offered by one of the many other call-

and-response songs that accompany the game – a song that in this case, appeals not to the

differential fluxes circulating in the social world, but to that most “natural” of substances,

the waves of the ocean – although when sung at a roda of Angoleiros, the connection

between those waves and the “ocean of the dead”, or Black Atlantic, is not likely to be

missed.

At the same time, the figuration that follows sweeps us back in its currents to the

felt substance of expressive bodily movement, suggesting a way of approaching the

“body” not in terms of the boundaries that comprise it, but the flows into which it enters

and from which it recedes…
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Becoming-fluid, or “surfing” on waves of affect

“Onda vai, onda vem “The wave goes, the wave comes
Olha a onda da capoeira” Look at the wave of capoeira”
“Onda vai, onda vem” “The wave goes, the wave comes”
“Não só jogue, mas pense também” “Don’t just play, but also think”
“Onda vai, onda vem” “The wave goes, the wave comes”
“Pegue esta onda, “Catch this wave,
 Que eu vou também” And I’ll catch it too”

 “The waves goes, the waves comes / Look at the wave of capoeira…”  Playing

capoeira (Angola) is like catching a wave.  Catching a wave entails a particular relation to

movement, in which you cannot presume to be the source of the movement at hand, and

in which there are no clearly stated or strictly regulated rules to follow.  Rather, you must

tailor your movement to the singular shape, size, and apparent force of the approaching

swell as it more or less suddenly rises up and prepares to come crashing down.  That

spontaneous transformation of the incoming swell into a breaking wave arises in large

part from the angle of inclination of the ground beneath the outer rim of the great liquid

expanse of the sea in which you are immersed, which slows down the indefinite

underside of the incoming swells as their upper side flows forward unimpeded.  Still, far

from allowing you to predict just how any particular incoming wave is going to break,

that relatively fixed element serves as a submerged surface on which an infinitely varied

spiraling of an orderly progressing pattern into a laterally rippling vortex of water-and-

air-turned-turbulent-foam takes place in endless succession.

Moreover, if you go swimming out to where the good waves are, your own feet

will likely no longer be in contact with the firmness of the ground as you ready yourself

to catch a beckoning wave.  Thus, although it is certainly a matter of impulse and timing,

it is not at all like that of a swim-meet, say, as there is no fixed platform from which to

push off, and no bell, buzz or gunshot to dictate the right moment to propel your body
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forward.  Instead, you have to generate force from the very resistance of the element in

which you are immersed, intuiting the moment in which to improvise a singular mode of

entry into an already existing wave – a wave whose motion likewise has no clear point of

origin, likely having initiated at some indefinite point well beyond the changing horizon

of your vision as it dances over the rippling surface of the sea, scanning for promising

signs of the sort offered by the one whose movement you are about to enter. “There’s no

longer an origin as starting point, but a sort of putting-into-orbit.  The basic thing is how

to get taken up in the movement of a big wave, to ‘come between’ rather than to the

origin of an effort” (Deleuze 1992: 281).

But, you may ask, in what exactly does the “wave” of capoeira consist – why can

it be said to take that form?  Certainly, in large part, its wavelike nature consists in the

rhythm of the game.  “The wave goes, the wave comes”:  Perceived from a distance, the

rhythm of a game might well seem to conform with that of the basic downbeat of the

musical instruments, in much the same way that waves roll in at a steady interval for

those watching or listening to them on shore. Still, if you have ever caught yourself

distractedly contemplating the sound and pattern of crashing waves at the beach, you will

likely have noticed that it was not the endless drawl that captivated you, so much as the

subtle variations informing each repetition, inviting your thoughts to wander and skip

along the loosened line between day and dream.  Similarly, although the downbeat

variously shared by the instruments (sounded most directly by the atabaque, or “conga”-

like drum) is certainly indispensable insofar as it keeps the instruments  “in line” with

one another, the liveliness of the musical rhythm derives not from the basic pace held in

common by the various musical instruments, so much as from the interplay between the

varying “lines of flight” taken by the various instruments as they continually deviate from

the overall beat.  As Samuel Floyd, Jr. says of the “swing” in Afro-American music, most

pronounced in jazz: “When sound-events Signify on the time-line, against the flow of its

pulse, making the pulse itself lilt freely – swing has been effected” (Floyd, Jr. 1999: 143).
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Of course, without “an organizing principle of repetition, true improvisation would be

impossible, since an improviser relies upon the ongoing recurrence of the beat” (J. Snead

1990:  221).   If the downbeat serves to hold the rhythm in place, it is the variations that

propel it forward, inviting those playing and listening alike to anticipate its as-of-yet

unheard, never fully predictable future.31

This continual insertion of difference amidst repetition is repeated in the call-and-

response structure of the singing itself.  Only here, unlike the instrumental variations on

the downbeat, it is the call itself that varies, once it has offered up the initial line for the

chorus to repeat.  The lines improvised by whoever is leading the song may take any of at

least three forms: that of phrases already familiar to others who know the song, wherein

the “improvisatory” element consists in which line is sung when; that of phrases the

singer has previously come up with on his or her own; and that of phrases composed in

the spur of the moment, whether in direct response to an occurrence in the game, or

“spontaneously” arising from the opaque reservoir of memory and imagination that we

are wont to locate in the “mind” of the singer, in the absence of a readily apparent source.

In any case, these lines are overlaid with a further improvisatory dimension, insofar as

they are injected with sometimes subtle and at others obvious alternations of tone, pitch,

melody. Likewise, although the response is expected to remain the “same” so long as that

particular song is being sung, it is not uncommon for one or two or more of the voices

collectively comprising the chorus to rise up and over the rumble of otherwise merged

voices, surfing on their crest with a subtly altered intonation, in a way that immeasurably

adds to the overall impact of the words being voiced as the reverberate in the ears of

those listening.  The call arises again no sooner than the response recedes, over and over

again, although never quite the same – what else if not a wave coming and going? The

content of this particular song thus folds over so as to resemble its form, even as the

                                                  
31 Steven Feld’s essays, “Aesthetics as Iconicity of Style…” (1988) and “Waterfalls of Sound…” (1996),
both resonate with the issues raised here, even while adopting a more properly phenomenological approach,
and a more “in-depth” analysis of the form and substance of music than that offered here.
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varied intonations in that form repeatedly renew, enliven, and exceed its content: “All

intonation is oriented in two directions: toward the listener, in his or her capacity as ally

or witness, and toward the object of the utterance, as if it were a third participant assumed

to be alive” (Bakhtin, quoted in Todorov 1984: 46).  Indeed, the “wave” being referred to

by this particular song more closely resembles the call-and-response form of the singing

itself than waves in the ocean as viewed at a distance, as such waves do not “go” and

“come” so much as endlessly arrive.

Yet, the moment you venture from the shore out into the sea, you may well find

your body being pulled by the backwash of those waves as they recede beneath the

water’s surface, even as you are battered by incoming waves.  If the wave of capoeira is

more than merely a metaphor, it is likewise more than the back-and-forth flow of call and

response informing the game, or the formalized art of improvised lyrics inserted into that

flowing form.  The very intonation of such lyrics itself calls attention to this sensate

surplus, uncontained as either form or content: “Intonation is always at the boundary

between the verbal and the nonverbal, the said and the unsaid.  In intonation, discourse

enters in immediate contact with life” (Bakhtin, quoted in Todorov 1984: 46).  Indeed,

rather than say that the wavelike nature of capoeira is something more than “merely” a

metaphor, you might just as well say that precisely as a metaphor, understood as “the

mode in which a living passage from one perspective to another takes place (E. Blondel

1991: 208), it consists in a particular way of engaging with the world such that sure-

footed distinctions between signs and sensations, “mind” and “body” no less than

“subject” and “object”, cease to apply.32  Here, capoeira only truly becomes a wave when

                                                  
32 “If we dream of finding again the natural world or time through coincidence…then language is a power
for error, since it cuts the continuous tissue that joins us vitally to the things and to the past and is installed
between ourselves and that tissue like a screen….One has to believe, then, that there is or could be a
language of coincidence, a manner of making the things themselves speak….It would be a language of
which he would not be the organizer, words he would not assemble, that would combine through him by
virtue of a natural intertwining of their meaning, through the occult trading of the metaphor – where what
counts is no longer the manifest meaning of each word and of each image, but the lateral relations, the
kinships that are implicated in their transfers and their exchanges….We need only take language too in the
living or nascent state, with all its references, those behind it, which connect it to the mute things it
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you engage with it at such a “head-deep” level, swimming in its midst – whether you

willingly enter it, or its forceful undercurrents sweep you off your feet and drag you into

its churning depths, pulling you back and forth and spinning you around, even as your

conscious awareness (of yourself, of the game) struggles to remain afloat, “on top of

things”.

What sort of body, or “life” does this sort of involvement entail, and how does the

liveliness of the game, as it intersects with that of our bodies, come to be figured in the

form of a wave?  No neatly argued response with a clearly stated referent can be offered

here, as such a referential discourse would only remove its interlocutor from that which

to which it purports to refer.33 Still, a few theoretical pointers may be useful in directing

attention towards the necessarily abstract (yet no less physical), flowing (yet not

immaterial), and figural (yet far from ethereal) dimensions of what tends to be referred to

as “concrete” lived experience:

The body is living in so far as it is the place in which different perspectives
confront one another (E. Blondel 1991: 208).

The body is the inscribed surface of events (traced by language and dissolved by
ideas), the locus of a disassociated Self (adopting the illusion of a substantial
unity), and a volume in perpetual disintegration (M. Foucault 1977: 148).

What you are stems from the activity which links the innumerable elements which
constitute you to the intense communication of these elements among themselves.
These are contagions of energy, of movement, of warmth, or transfers of
elements, which constitute inevitably the life of your organized being.  Life is
never situated at a particular point:  it passes rapidly from one point to another (or
from multiple points to other points) like a current or like a sort of streaming or
electricity.  Thus, there where you would like to grasp your timeless substance,

                                                                                                                                                      
interpellates, and those it sends before itself and which make up the world of things said – with its
movement, its subtleties, its reversals, its life, which expresses and multiplies tenfold the life of the bare
things.  Language is a life, is our life and the life of the things (Merleau-Ponty 1968: 125).
33“Referential discourse has a way of distancing individuals from immediate affective experience of, and
involvement in, the world.  It objectifies involvement. Rather than allow individuals to encounter the world
with immediacy, [such] discourse blinds experience with the light of consciousness” (G. Urban 1996: 175).



269

you encounter only a slipping, only the poorly coordinated play of your perishable
elements (Bataille 1988: 94).

The zone where metaphoric meaning is born evokes a domain outside of the
semantic field: it is the body, as an infralanguage, that will provide it.  Then
signifiers and signifieds will no longer be relevant; there will be something else
that is not directly concerned with signs, but rather with the possibility of their
interconnection (Gil 1998: 114).

The vagueness of ‘a life’ is thus not a deficiency to be corrected, but rather a
resource or reserve of other possibilities, our connections (Rajchman 2000: 84).

As vitally as food, a life feeds on habits, memories, and tropisms....  They are
enculturated memories lying at the crossroads of sensed channels coursing
through the flesh (B. Massumi 2002:  205).

They are the sort of occurrences that come to us rather like the ‘waves’ of which
Virginia Wolf spoke – bits of experience that can’t be fit into a nice narrative
unity, and so must be combined or put together in another way (Rajchman 2000:
85).

But before getting carried away by this theoretical/tropological line of flight, let us turn to

the far more immediate matter at hand – the varied ways in which such multiform waves

of bodily sensation and experience are capable of impacting on the no-less-varied

contexts in which the art is played, and thereby indirectly counter the effects of racism

and violence socially and historically inscribed in those contexts.

* * *

 “The wave goes the wave comes / Don’t just play, but also think…”.  In an

ongoing game of capoeira Angola, embodied thought constantly strives to stay just ahead

of the unending relay of bodily action and reaction involved therein.  It strives to serve as

the guide to such movement, exploiting openings, plotting escapes, and otherwise

retaining an open vocabulary of possible movements with which to respond to the

constantly changing situation brought on by the other player’s actions.  Here, an element
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that Angoleiros consider indispensable to an experienced player’s game, termed

raciocinio rápido  or “quick thinking”,  may be figured as that incessant acrobatic

leapfrogging involved in thoughtfully overtaking the body-in-motion and imbuing it with

awareness regarding the next move to be taken.

Actually, it may well be impossible for thought to ever fully catch up to the

movement of the body as it occurs,  according to experiments carried out some decades ago,

in which a mysteriously consistent “half-second” was found to separate the onset of brain

activity initiating a movement (in this case, the mere flexing of a finger) and the movement

actually taking place (B. Massumi 2002: 29); here, the decision to act was registered as

emerging in the interval between the onset of brain activity and the realization of the action,

as if the brain “foresaw” the decision to be made, or as if the decision were made prior to the

consciousness of having made it.  Rather than conclude that the willing of the action is itself

merely a “reflex” or delusional side-effect of the brain-body transit, however, the role of

thought may be refigured as that of selecting between various options even while keeping as

many such options open as possible. Adjusting both your speed and choice of movements to

the variously textured surface at hand and foot, you move in and out of range of your

opponent's outstretched leg-turned-kick.  You constantly seek openings in your opponent’s

defenses towards which to orient (typically feigned but occasionally actualized) kicks,

sweeps and head-butts, while at the same time improvising closures to your own vulnerable

areas – including those opened by the very act of attacking.

When the game is in movement, pre-planned strategies are thus out of the question;

one instead engages in micro-tactics of displacement and timing through which to flow with

– and potentially outmaneuver – the other player’s moves. Besides the open-ended series of

defenses and attacks that are exchanged through the interplay of bodily movements carried

out as if guided by separate minds meeting in opposition, much as the pieces in a chess game

are coordinated with respect to an overall strategy, any number of errant “microgestures”

supplement such movements, heightening both the unpredictability of the game for those
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playing, and its dramatic impact on those watching (and otherwise involved in) the action at

hand.  Here, a privileged realm in which such micro-gestures are carried out is that of the

face:  on the one hand, facial expressions serve as “masks” through which to disguise one’s

intentions and otherwise mislead one’s adversary, but on the other, a spontaneous expression

of elation may at any moment melt its way through such masks, unambiguously emanating

the sort of (extra-)human, warmth that may arise unexpectedly in the midst of social friction,

magically canceling out that other heat – the heat of bodies in near-combat – as if the game

had a mind all of its own.34  Then again, one had best not find oneself seduced by the

spontaneity of such a radiant smile, lest an instant (half-second?) later it is reworked as an

instrument of distraction, resulting in your failure to notice your opponent’s foot having

sneaked up behind your own – a turn of events you only take note of as that former smile

turns into something more like a smirk registering your imminent sweep to the ground,

should your opponent opt to “complete”, rather than merely “show”, this action.

Yet, regardless of whether you are swept to the ground or not, you play on.  Indeed,

you endeavor to hold to the pretense of play even when the game is most hotly disputed,

threatening to unravel into an all-out physical contest:  here, it is a matter of restraining not

only your desire to dominate the game, single-handedly dictating this would-be conversation-

in-movement, but also your impulse to lash out when pressed to feel like you have no room

left in which to maneuver, no means of reclaiming the upper hand that you have lost, or

otherwise inverting a relation of force that appears hopelessly stacked against you.  When

none of the movements you have trained so hard seem to work; when you feel

outmaneuvered before even venturing a move of your own; when the space at your command

has shrunk to the now none-too-formidable size of your own all-too-vulnerable body and its

                                                  
34 “The expressive face is, indeed, a wonder of synthesis, as individual as a fingerprint, yet collectively
legible by common sense.  On it the three aspects of the synaesthetic system -- physical sensation, motor
reaction, and psychical meaning -- converge in signs and gestures comprising a mimetic language.  What
this language speaks is anything but the concept.  Written on the body's surface as a convergence between
the impress of the external world and the express of subjective feeling, the language of this system
threatens to betray the language of reason, undermining its philosophical sovereignty” (Buck-Morss 1992:
14).
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greater or lesser ability not only to avoid injury but to inflict pain : when you have nowhere

else to turn, where else to turn but inwards?

Inwards not in terms of the fantasy of a mental space freed from the limits of the

body or from the incursion of external forces, but rather within that real yet imperceptible

interval between the past just gone and the future just arriving – between the imprint of

perception and the awareness of what is being perceived no less than between the

decision to act and its realization – in which the potential for carrying out an unforeseen

response resides.  You turn inwards not to enclose yourself within the false promise of

escape offered by the “private” realm of the imagination or “subjective” bounds of

recognizable experience, but to immerse yourself “over the head”, as it were, within the

swirling expanse of relatively unformalized affects and free-floating signs that course

around you, offering as-of-yet unrealized options to inform your next action, infusing it

with an element of unpredictability missing up until then.35  Microphysically lodged

amidst a charged array of variably tensed muscle fibers and frantically firing neurons, no

sooner have you entered this spaced-out moment – this instant of time spread out in the

space of your body36 – you have already left it.  And leaving it is a matter not of the mind

directing the body or of the body reacting to external stimuli, so much as of freely

following an already “chosen” path of action.  Here, a nervous grin appearing to

acknowledge defeat may provide just enough of a distraction to allow for the gathering of

your wits, proving just sufficient to turn the tide of the game.  Still more importantly,

such an unforeseen inversion of the flow of the game might not just allow things to flow

more in your favor, but in both of your favors at once, as the suddenly loosened tensions

                                                  
35 This turn “inwards” is not to be neatly identified with a “phenomenological” turn towards the “body” as
the ground of experience and spatiality; rather, it involves an immersion in the ungrounded space of
fluctuating affect – a “space” that can not be mapped out in terms of extension, but only in terms of its
varied and varying intensities (see Rajchman 2000: 130-133).
36 “So what do we mean by the space of the body?  We already know that it is not the image of the body,
and that it is not the space occupied by the body proper.  In other words, it can neither be defined as a
subjective function or as an objective property of space…” (J. Gil 1998: 124); “The space of the body is
made of plates, exfoliations, surfaces, and volumes that underpin the perception of things” (Gil 1998: 129).
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between the two of you permit your energies to extend beyond the limited bounds of your

separate egos formed in opposition, mutually unfolding not as a harmonious whole, but in

a positively poetic series of movements, gaps, sensations and displacements, “cresting in

a liminal realm of emergence, where half-realized actions and expressions arise like

waves on a sea to which most no sooner return” (Massumi 2002: 31).
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* * *

“The waves goes, the wave comes /Catch this wave and I’ll catch it too…”

Playing capoeira (Angola) is like catching a wave, only in this case you catch it with

someone else. Of course, you might well catch a wave alongside others in the ocean, but

even then, you do not really catch it with them, or at least not in the sense alluded to in

the song above.  Catching a wave in the ocean more readily resembles the experience of

reading a book in this regard:  It is still a relatively isolated affair in itself, even if one

reads the book along with others, and the social effects of that reading are capable of

reverberate beyond the event of reading itself (see R. Chambers 1991).  Whereas,

catching the “wave” of capoeira necessarily involves catching it with another player – a

player that is not only catching the same wave, but is an integral part of the very wave

you are catching, confronting you with his or her unruly presence.

Your partner/opponent resists reduction to a merely physical presence, or

stabilized identity as either partner or opponent, insofar as the series of movements in

which you are both engaged takes the form neither of a choreographed dance nor a rule-

bound combat, but of an ongoing “conversation” whose series of “phrases” have no set

script or neatly posed objective (see Part One, “Conversation-in-Movement”).  For games

of capoeira consist in those sorts of events that

… can not unfold on the plane of a single and unified consciousness, but
presuppose two consciousnesses that do not fuse; they are events whose essential
and constitutive element is the relation of a consciousness to another
consciousness, precisely because it is other (Bakhtin, quoted in Todorov 1984:
99).

The turn “inwards” is not merely a matter of dancing to the free-form tune set by your

creative powers, as your every action, once formed, may well be called into question by

the other player, who will likely be no less creative in devising a maneuver with which to

counter your own.  Moreover, that conversation occurs not between disembodied
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consciousnesses or talking heads, but through an ongoing interchange of physically

engaging attacks, defenses, and counterattacks, interspersed and strewn together with  (no

less physical but far more fluid) danced movements and ritualized gestures.  This

“conversation” is thus quite capable of heating up into an all-too-physical argument if

you fail to listen carefully, not only to the musical rhythm that partially coordinates their

actions, but also to that of the other player’s movements, which may at any moment veer

off the pace set by the music in the hope of catching you off guard.  For the agonistic

dimension of the game, as a dance continually veering towards a fight, entails a rhythmic

dynamic of its own that need not take the form of methodically unleashed force.

In this respect, you might well recall Ralph Ellison’s description of a boxing

match, as recalled by the ‘Invisible Man’ while listening to the music of Louis

Armstrong:

Once I saw a prizefighter boxing a yokel.  The fighter was swift and amazingly
scientific.  His body was one violent flow of rapid rhythmic action.  He hit the
yokel a hundred times while the yokel held up his arms in stunned surprise.  But
suddenly the yokel, rolling out in the gale of boxing gloves, struck one blow and
knocked science, speed, and footwork as cold as a well-digger’s posterior.  The
smart money hit the canvas.  The long shot got the nod.  The yokel had simply
stepped inside of his opponent’s sense of time (Ellison 1972: 8).

Tellingly, Ellison’s character ties this conception of “timing” in the fight to that of

listening to Armstrong’s music, even as he connects that music to his own felt experience

of (the) “invisibility” (of black males such as himself) – a connection facilitated, it so

happens, by his having just smoked a reefer:

Invisibility, let me explain, gives one a slightly different sense of time, you’re
never quite on the beat.  Sometimes you’re ahead and sometimes behind.  Instead
of the swift and imperceptible flowing of time, you are aware of its nodes, those
points where time stands still or from which it leaps ahead.  And you slip into the
breaks and look around.  That’s what you hear vaguely in Louis’s music (Ellison
1972: 8).
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Although Ellison’s narrator does not here attempt to explicate the connection drawn

between this self-assumed invisibility and his socially imposed invisibility as a black man

in a “white”-dominated world, Ellison himself offers a clue in an essay exploring

intersections between jazz music and (black) American history, in which he claims there

are two such versions of history – “one which is written and as neatly stylized as ancient

myth, and the other unwritten and chaotic and full of contradictions, changes of pace, and

surprises as life itself” (Ellison, quoted in O’Meally 1994);37 needless to say, jazz music,

no less than boxing matches, relate to the latter version.38

It is in a somewhat similar manner that in playing capoeira (Angola), you must

play off both the pacing of the music and that of your opponent’s attacks – indeed, the

singularity of this art form might well be said to lie in this immanent conjunction of

rhythmic forms only indirectly tied together by Ellison, and by the “other” (black)

version of (American) history.  Indeed, more than playing off their respective rhythms,

you must also play to the improvisatory element of both the music and the physical

confrontation in which you are engaged.  And in playing to that element, you are also

playing along with the “traditional” style of the art, over against the “scientific” emphasis

on the “violent flow of rapid rhythmic action” long considered by proponents of the

“modernized” style as setting it apart from that tradition, “rationalizing” the game and

transforming it into an efficient modern sport, spectacle, and/or fighting form (see Vieira

1995).  In following the art form’s tradition of improvisation, you thus insist on the
                                                  
37 O’Meally further elaborates on this line of thought as follows: “My thesis is that more than any other
form of human expression, art communicates the excitement as well as the treacherous unpredictability of
history’s flights.  Further, that particularly in an American context, vernacular art and artifacts convey this
fast-changing and invisible history.  They tell aspects of the American experience that do not get told in any
other way, and that perhaps cannot be told in any other way” (O’Meally 1994: 245).
38 Daniel Dawson, in talks given at conferences organized by the International Capoeira Angola
Foundation, has fleshed out similar connections between a certain style of boxing and capoeira, and the
“racial” coloring of that style.  He thus opposes the “black” boxing-style of Sugar Ray Leonard – whose
nickname refers to the “sweet” manner in which continually evades blows – to that of the “white” ideal
directly standing up to force epitomized in the “Rocky” films; he also notes how Mohammed Ali learned
what would become known as the “Ali shuffle” from Cuban boxers he met in Miami, suggesting that those
boxers had taken their manner of moving from a “local” fighting tradition in Cuba stemming back through
slavery to “African” cultural forms in much the same way as capoeira. Also, see his illuminating work on
João Grande, an aging but still vibrant master of capoeira Angola (D. Dawson 1993).
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connection between its singular aesthetic and the history of black struggle to which it

indirectly attests.

Your engagement with the other player in the roda need be no less confrontational

for being more than a physical contest, or rule-bound competitive sport. Rather, the lack

of clearly stated rules and objectives invites – or forces – you to confront the other as

other:

The other is other, not in exchanging places in the common world with me, but in
putting demands from his or her own place on my occupancy of a place.  He or
she is other, not in formulating different words from the common discourse, but in
contesting what I say.  We are not different instances of a universal ego-structure
in a field I can survey from above; the field in which we exist is the space opened
by our confrontation (Lingis 1994: 174).

 After all, the song’s call for you to “catch the wave” together – for your movements to

flow together in such a way as not to interrupt the dynamic nature of their unfolding – is

an invitation that may at any point be disregarded.  Still, so long as it lasts, it has an

intoxicating effect, not unlike the ripples of laughter that may at any point break out

between players, in response to some intimately shared gesture-turned-jest, say.  Such

moments reveal the miraculous ease with which even the most heated of confrontations,

in which a history of racialized struggle quietly reverberates, may be transformed

suddenly into a no-less-intense experience of communion, in which players cease to feel

themselves – the series of memories and actions that comprise them in that moment – as

isolated from one another:

Each isolated existence emerges from itself by means of the image
betraying the error of immutable isolation.  It emerges from itself in a sort
of easy flash; it opens itself at the same time to the contagion of a wave
which rebounds, for those who laugh, together become like the waves of
the sea – there no longer exists between them any partition as long as the
laughter lasts; they are no more separate than are two waves, but their
unity is as undefined, as precarious as that of the agitation of the waters
(Bataille 1988: 95).
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Players simultaneously dance and spar with one-another in this ever-adjusting equation of

inter-corporeal movement between partner and opponent, whose solemnly executed

sequences of seemingly choreographed exchanges of attack- and defense-moves are

interspersed with such moments of ritualized buffoonery. Such moments, moreover,

obliquely recall the capoeiras’ former proclivity for disrupting the façade of order

overlaying the streets of Rio de Janeiro – a façade  taking the form of a bad joke told to

cover up for that enormous historical hoax of slavery upon which the still precarious

foundations of this city were laid.
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Let me end this section with a series of citations in which the figuration of

“wavelike” movement followed above reverberates in varied ways:

Freedom entered him through the eyes, through the ears, through the nostrils,
through all of his pores, in effect, as the very soul of light, of sound, of odor, fo all
things ethereal… Everything that surrounded him:  the expanse of the water
singing at the bow of the ship, the immaculate blue of the sky, the distant
silhouette of the mountains, other ships swaying between the islands, and the row
upon row of houses of the city being left behind – even those accompanying him,
rowing at the same pace as if they were all one arm – and above all, my God!,
above all the vast illuminated space of the bay:  in short, the conjunction of all of
these elements of the landscape communicated to him the strongest of sensations
of freedom and life, so strong that he had the urge to cry, to cry frankly and
openly in the presence of the others, as if he were going mad… (Caminha 1991
[1895]).39

It was the Atlantic this side of the island, a wild-eyed, marauding sea the color of
slate, deep, full of dangerous currents, lined with row upon row of barrier reefs,
and with a sound like that of the combined voices of the drowned raised in a loud
unceasing lament – all those, the nine million and more it is said, who in their
enforced exile, their Diaspora, had gone down between this point and the
homeland lying out of sight to the east.  This sea mourned them.  Aggrieved,
outraged, unappeased, it hurled itself upon each of the reefs in turn and then upon
the shingle beach, sending up the spume in an angry froth… (Paul Marshall, The
Chosen Place the Timeless People; quoted in D. Scott 1991: 261).

Now that the rhythm has speed up, I feel the agility of these two men and imagine
each one of their blows hitting their adversary full on.  I imagine anger, fear,
disrespect, despair pushing these feet…(Mestre Pastinha, in Bola Sete 1989: 52).

The blues, as the delta of twentieth-century African-American culture, spawns
inlets of style that color a vast and gray ocean of tradition.  From the anonymous
songsters of the late nineteenth century who sang about hard labor and
unattainable love, to contemporary rappers blasting the airwaves with percussive
and danceable testimonies, the blues is an affecting, memory-induced presence

                                                  
39 This passage is excerpted from the novel, Bom Crioulo, by Adolfo Caminha, detailing the life of an
escaped slave turned sailor in the Brazilian navy; while this passage speaks to the desire for freedom, the
novel itself details the ambivalence of his escape from “real” slavery into the near-slavery of life aboard the
naval ship.  As such that novel may be read as an allegorical critique of the more widespread ambivalence
that the abolition of slavery entailed for people of African descendence in Brazil.
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that endures in every artistic overture made toward African-American peoples (R.
Powell 1994: 241).

Today, this involves the difficult task of striving to comprehend the reproduction
of cultural traditions not in the unproblematic transmission of a fixed essence
through time but in the breaks and interruptions which suggest that the invocation
of tradition may itself be a distinct, though covert, response to the destabilizing
flux of the post-contemporary world (Gilroy 1993: 101).

Not static presentations of a glorious 'African' past to contrast with an
ignominious present and utopic future, but perspectives that account for the flux,
re-flux of persona and collective time, perspectives that avoid the linear and
circular schemes of those attempting 'science' (M. Hanchard 1991: 101).

What ship is this, which just arrived?
It is a slave ship, with slaves from Angola…

(capoeira Angola corrido).

On the planking, on the ship’s bulwarks, on the sea, with the course of the sun
through the sky and the ship, an unreadable and wrenching script takes shape,
takes shape and destroys itself at the same slow pace – shadows, spines, shafts of
broken light refocused in the angles, the triangles of a fleeting geometry that
yields to the shadow of the ocean waves.  And then, unceasingly, lives again
(Marguerite Duras, cited in Guattari 1995, opening image).

Then the waves increased in strength and sought to improve his
understanding, reconciling him to the multiform entity of which his
present fragment was but an infinitesimal part.  They told him that every
figure of space is but the result of the intersection by a plane of some
corresponding figure of one more dimension – as a square is cut from a
cube, or a circle from a sphere… (H.P. Lovecraft, quoted in Deleuze and
Guattari 1985: 251).

Iêeeeeeeeeeee!
I was at the edge of the beach
I was there gazing at the sea

I was enamored with the waves
In a prayer to Iemanjá
It's scary to find a way

If I get caught up in these waves
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I can even drown
She then responded to me

With a gust which made me shiver
A strong wind, a sea storm,

You must make yourself warm
Swirling, turn over,

And float towards the high seas
The moon only loves the sun

So as to be illuminated
Yours is a warrior's sword

For love, for Capoeira
In your belly you gave shelter

To the destiny of this love
My friend…40

Unleashed and raging, she belongs to the race of waves.  She arises, she approaches, she
lifts up, she reaches, covers over, washes a shore, flows embracing the cliff’s least
undulation, already she is another, arising again, throwing the fringed vastness of her
body up high, follows herself, and covers over, uncovers, polishes, makes the stone body
shine with the gentle undeserting ebbs, which return to the shoreless nonorigin, as if she
recalled herself in order to come again as never before… (Cixous and Clément 1986: 72).

The tide, the tide
I came from the Island of the Tide

Low tide, high tide…
(Capoeira corrido)

Capoeira is among the great contributions from Brazil to the imagination of the world.
This is proof that the tides bring back what the sea tides have taken away:  we have left

                                                  
40 Iêeeeeeeeeee! / Tava na beira da praia / Tava lá fitando o mar /Tava namorando as ondas / Numa prece
prá Iemanjá /Dá medo de navegar / Se me embolo nessas ondas / Posso até me arrepiar / Vento forte,
maremoto/ Tu vai ter que acalentar /Rodopiando, revira / E flutua pro além-mar / A lua só ama o sol / P’ra
poder iluminar / Tua espada é guerreira / P’ro amor, p’ra capoeira / Em tu ventre abrigou / O destino
deste amor / Camarada… I first heard this ladainha sung at the opening of a roda commemorating
International Womens’ Day, organized by Angoleiras – female practitioners of capoeira Angola – in Rio de
Janeiro.  Here, that song calls attention to the failure of my own writing to do anything but repeat the
marginalization of women’s concerns , thoughts, desires, and singular ways of playing/voicing/interpreting
capoeira Angola within the “community” of capoeira Angola in (and beyond)  Rio. I feel that it is a failure
far too large to “correct” here without radically altering the text, although this may no doubt be read as
merely an attempt to preempt criticism (see Part One, “Conversation-in-Movement”). At any rate, I hope I
have at least left a certain room within my writing for connections to be made to these unaddressed issues.
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the acrid holds of the slave ships and returned consecrated by the fraternity of art
(Gilberto Gil, as Cultural Minister of Brazil).41

The tide tumbles and disperses in its waters works formerly isolated but today
transformed into drops of water in the sea, or into metaphors of a linguistic dissemination
which no longer has an author but becomes the discourse or indefinite citation of the
other (de Certeau 1984: 1).

One more try:

Capoeira Angola bodies forth the memory-in-movement of struggles initiated

long ago and not yet over, displaced from an incomplete past onto the social and

metaphorical margins of an uncertain present, flowing into yet other struggles to be

fleshed out elsewhere – in other places, other voices, other writings only hinted at here.

The art form does not proceed from beginning to end as in a choreographed sequence,

but flows inwards and around, spilling into a vortex without an apex, a spiral of

centripetal force without a fixed center.  Its movement flows, but not always

continuously or smoothly as water runs down a drain.  Rather, such movement ebbs and

flows as waves crash upon a shore of uneven rocks, tossing back and forth between the

steady downbeat and improvisational accents of the music, the unpredictable intent of

one's adversary, and the ever-changing tides of readerly intention and socio-historical

circumstance.

                                                  
41  Quoted from speech entitled, “Brazil, Peace in the World”, given by Gilberto Gil at United Nations
Meeting in Geneva, 2004).



285

From wavelike movement to the containment of fear

Rio de Janeiro lives today, as a limit-case, the grand drama of an imbalanced and
unequal society in which the language of civility runs dry as the flood of violence
rises (Velho: 11).

Over a hundred years after the scourge of the capoeiras was eradicated from the

streets of what was then the capital of Brazil, and likewise after the fear of a great “black

wave” of former slaves sweeping away the civilized foundations upon which this

emergent Republic and still-emerging nation was built, the threat of violence once again

emerges in full force, figured in the aqueous form of a flood.  Only, in this case, violence

is not presented as a physical threat to the bodies of the civilized, so much as to the very

“language of civility”.  While the anthropologist quoted above did not define what he

meant by “civility” – it would have been out of place in a newspaper editorial, in any case

– that term has been defined elsewhere in a way that resonates with our concerns, as “the

activity which protects people from each other and yet allows them to enjoy each other’s

company.  Wearing a mask is the essence of civility” (Sennett cited in Bauman 2000: 95).

Zygmunt Bauman proceeds to comment on “the ability to live with differences” that lies

at the crux of civility:  “This ability is an art which, like all arts, requires study and

exercise” (Bauman 2000: 106).   Now, given that capoeira Angola affirms the value of

deception – of masking one’s intentions – even as it values the fluid or “conversational”

quality of movement, could it not be figured as an artful embodiment of civility along

such lines?

Before attempting to answer that question, let me elaborate on the situation in

which I first came upon the newspaper editorial I quote but a small part of above.  This

occurred shortly after I arrived in Rio toward the end of 1994, as a scholar officially

funded to conduct research on a number of capoeira Angola groups’ activities located

throughout the city, and was given this clipping of a newspaper article written by a



286

respected anthropologist by a fellow practitioner of capoeira Angola, named Renato, who

had saved it for me.  (Also a good friend, I had aired my half-baked thoughts with him

regarding the connections between present-day representations of urban violence,

historical representations of the capoeiras, and the fluid-yet-deceptively-volatile

aesthetics of capoeira Angola as presently played; no doubt, much of what I have to say

in this regard is inflected with his input during such conversations, too numerous to

recall.)  The overall climate of fear to which the statement above alludes was responded

to with a city-wide military intervention known as Operação Rio, or “Operation Rio”,

which was still taking place when I stepped off the plane one day in late December.

Shortly after I took that step, and was on my way to downtown Rio on the airport bus, I

felt like I had stepped not forwards, but backwards – in this case back two years in time,

to 1992, when I had arrived in Rio, hoping to find a capoeira Angola group with which to

train, and just possibly write about the experience, little realizing that this would become

the subject of my dissertation.  In 1992 I had had the impression of stepping off the

wrong airplane and into the wrong bus as it passed by pairs of military police –

machineguns in hand – at practically every other street-corner in the wealthier area of

town known as Zona Sul, and glimpsed busloads of the same guarding the entrances to

the many hillside favelas hidden away amidst and above the high-rise apartment

buildings making up that realm of town.  The scene on the streets in 1992 seemed only

slightly less – or perhaps even more – surreal when I found out these armed men were out

in force because the United Nations was meeting during the world environmental summit

that was in progress, known as “ECO ’92”; needless to say, the military’s occupation of

the streets begged the question as to whose environment was being addressed, and whose

was being actively excluded from these talks.

Apparently, it was in large part as a result of that brief two weeks experiment with

the military presence assuring the “peace” of the city in 1992 that the fantasy of being

able to resolve the “problem of violence and drugs in the favelas” (Ventura 1994: 70)
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through military means arose.  Still, as the journalist and avid chronicler of violence,

Zuenir Ventura, goes on to state, “after the truce, came the ressaca” (ibid) – where

“ressaca” refers to a hang-over and/or to the turbulent sea and thundering waves that

come in the aftermath of a storm; by this, he was referring to the subsequent “eruption”

of violence in 1993.  Truly, that year included two of the most atrocious acts of police

violence to occur in Rio since the previous century – that in Candelária, which involved

the assassination of so-called “street-kids” in downtown Rio (see Part One, “Mortal

Kombat?”), and that taking place in the hillside community of Vigario Geral, involving

the murder of both adults and children, purportedly as revenge by military police for not

being “properly” paid off by the local drug gang.  Indeed, it was also during this year that

the phenomenon of the arrastão, which purportedly involved groups – or hordes – of

black youth suddenly sweeping through, stealing from and otherwise disrupting the

peaceful repose of sunbathing residents and tourists enjoying the otherwise paradisiacal

beaches of Rio, would be turned into a mass-mediated image of racialized fear (see E.

Soares 1996: 243-249).

In any case, two years later, the fantasy of dispelling violence through military

occupation was once again being tried out as reality, as I was to witness much the same

scene through the window of the bus, only now – as I would soon find out – the stated

role of the police was no longer to protect foreign dignitaries and a global conference on

ecology, but to contain “foci of disorder”  (J. Resende 1995: 18) allegedly radiating out

from the hillside favelas as havens for “organized crime”.  Officially, the principle

objective of the 1994 intervention was to curtail the activities of drug-traffickers and

contrabandists operating from such marginalized communities – both of which, according

to Itamar Franco, the president of Brazil at the time, threatened to contaminate the

country as a whole (ibid); more broadly, it was seen as a means of stemming fears

regarding the purportedly rising tide of drug-trafficking-related violence which

threatened to engulf the city.  Still, within a short time, an alternate view would begin to
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be heard more and more frequently, which considered the visible military presence to

have resulted in little more than extended vacations for their avowed targets, while the

residents of the hillside communities associated with such criminals found themselves

effectively besieged by those forces: photographs of children being stopped and searched

at police barriers set up at the entrances to the favela began to show up even in

newspapers that had initially taken great pains to paint a rosy image of the intervention.

At the same time, letters-to-the-editor supporting the presence of the troops as a

necessary step towards restoring “order” to the city would continue to be published with

unabated frequency.  While the reality of urban violence remained murky at best, it

became all-too-clear that the fantasy of that reality being resolved through military

occupation was itself little more than the inverse fantasy of that of the favelados

sweeping down from their hillside residences and overtaking the city (see Part One,

“Mortal Kombat?”).  Moreover, while just now I have focused only on this short span of

years, 1992-1994, the matters discussed herein appear to reemerge with an astonishing

frequency:  they truly are waves of fear that periodically sweep over the city, arousing

public fervor for a time, possible cresting over with a military occupation or mass-

orchestrated act on the part of the local police, and then subsiding – only to begin to build

up shortly thereafter.42

This situation laid out, let me now return to the matter of capoeira Angola’s

possible figuration as a “language of civility”.  If it is to be so figured, then the civility it

embodies clearly cannot be so neatly opposed to the rising flood of violence in this city,

as the image beginning this section would have it.  Rather, the art would consist in a

“language” of sorts with which to confront the racialized subtext of the ways in which the

perceived threat of violence tends to be both represented in the media and responded to

                                                  
42  Such “waves of fear” in Rio are also addressed from a somewhat different angle, and in more detail, by
Vera Batista (2003).  When I returned to live in Rio at the beginning of 2003, the local governor of Rio was
once again trying to negotiate a military intervention with the federal government, but nothing came of it
because of political differences between the two parties involved.
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by the state.  Indeed, more than this, it would consist in a language capable of figuring

alternate ways of approaching the relation between violence, order, and civility --

wherein the first two terms would not necessarily be treated in opposition to one-another,

and the realization of the last term would consist in part in outmaneuvering that very

opposition.  With this specific matter in mind, let me turn to a story that offers one such

alternate figuration.

* * *

Before (re)telling the story told to me, let me first set up its telling with

one of my own, regarding the setting in which the story takes place.  This initial story is

not only about the “other”, but also, if only indirectly, about myself as other – in this

case, as someone who grew up as an adolescent in the wealthier, beachside area of town

known as the Zona Sul, or “South Zone”.  I do not pretend to have left that other entirely

behind, but only to have suffered a shift of perspective through my involvement in the art

of capoeira Angola, and the constellation of experiences that involvement has entailed –

clearly, then, I am already fabulating.

As far as your average resident of the Zona Sul knows, the Baixada Fluminense –

a now densely populated lowland area once consisting of a vast forested realm

interspersed with fruit orchards and waterways (Beloch 1986), and whose remoter areas

were used as places of refuge, or makeshift quilombos, by runaway slaves (see Gomes

1995; see also Part One, “A path towards a clearing?”) – is the horizontal equivalent of

the near-vertical favelas that cover certain areas of the side of the mountains which face

them.  Indeed, such residents would not be entirely wrong in this regard, if their

familiarity with even their hillside neighbors extended beyond the nightmarish images of

them which populate their televisions no less than their dreams, and perpetuate their fears

in waking life.  On rare occasions such residents do actually pass through the Baixada, as

when they have to drive or take a bus out of the city on Rodovia Presidente Dutra on their
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way to São Paulo for a business trip, or when the wealthier among them are driving out to

the airport on the highway known as the Linha Vermelho, or “Red Line”, on their way to

fly themselves to Miami for vacation, to go shopping and perhaps visit Disneyworld with

the kids.  But seeing it through the windows of their cars or airconditioned buses as they

whisk over the city on the elevated highways constructed for this purpose, their actual

views of the Baixada are even more distant and circumspect than the momentary images

of this rural-lowlands-turned-urban-badlands which they witness daily on television or

read about in the newspaper.

Through such sound-and-image bytes, apartment dwellers of the South Zone may

learn about the latest confrontation between the police and one of the countless

outgrowths of the movimento – a collective term for drug-traffickers, seemingly implying

a nefarious unity of purpose – that infest that crime-ridden concrete jungle, long known

for being one of the most violent realms in the world (see Beloch 1986).  Or they may

witness televised images of hundreds of makeshift houses being swept away by the latest

rainstorm, as if to confirm that those who live in the Baixada – a large part of whom

migrated, or are the children of migrants, from the northeast of Brazil – are only

temporary residents after all, who will eventually be swept away by the cleansing power

of the water falling from the skies above, just as such mediated images of those lowlands

will be quickly swept away from the memories of those watching or reading about them

as soon as the evening news is followed by the nightly novela [“soap-opera”] or as soon

as one turns over to the Sports section immediately following the City section of the local

newspaper.

This seemingly long chain of digressions is far too short to convey the complex

ensemble of factors that at once interconnect the South Zone to the Baixada and maintain

the semblance of their separation.  Still, I hope that it is sufficient to convey a sense of

how thoroughly notions of identity and difference, as well as the shifting categories of

fantasy and reality, are caught up and intertwined within this vastly unequal yet more-or-
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less contiguous urban expanse.  For, assumptions of “sameness” and “otherness” traverse

vast areas of space and time, with upper-middle-class Brazilians living in the South Zone

perceiving themselves at one moment as having more in common in many respects with

the “average” citizen of the country in which Disneyworld is located some three thousand

miles away than the “average” resident of the Baixada  just on the other side of the range

of mountains (and the Floresta da Tijuca stretched between those mountains) – only to

assert an equally marked difference between gringos and brasileiros a moment later.

And, no doubt, they are in some sense right in both cases.

But, the overall scene now set, and disclaimers made, let me turn to the more

specific scene in which the storied events are to unfold.  Curiously, not only is the

capoeira mestre who told it to me the same one who was once stabbed in a roda, mestre

Pardo (see opening section of Part Two, “History as Felt Reality”), but the event to be

retold took place, as far as I can surmise, in the “same” overall roda in which the story of

the stabbing took place.  Actually, it took place in the same roda only to the extent that

“roda” can refer not only to a particular roda taking place on a given day or evening, but

also to a more-or-less regularly scheduled roda, as in the place where such rodas “take

place”; I am not sure as to which event took place first or with how much time between

them.  This roda – in the temporally extended sense – was known for its longevity,

reputedly having taken place one Saturday of every month, with infrequent interruptions,

for over twenty years – although its precise location apparently moved from time to time,

as a result of varying calculations of where the roda was most likely to be able to take

place without attracting the wrong sort of attention.43  This was the case insofar as

capoeira was still widely associated with “marginality” and “violence” even – or

especially? – for those residing in the Baixada – a population that came to hold similar

associations well before this roda became a makeshift tradition.  Although a number of

                                                  
43 Apparently this was the case except for a couple of years when it was forced to stop, either because of a
change in the local government, or because of a dispute with the boss of the local military police unit, or
some mixture of these two versions I’ve heard.
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the capoeiristas that would later become mestres of capoeira Angola with whom I would

train had frequented this roda at one time or another, this roda was not considered a

capoeira Angola roda; mestre Pardo, who was a close friend to a number of the Angola

mestres, but considered himself a “street capoeirista”, always proudly affirmed the roda

itself as a street roda – a roda not directly associated with either style, but opposed to

rodas taking place indoors, and even outdoors as held by groups associated with

particular academias (who at least trained indoors); I have never heard views to the

contrary.  Moreover, as a street roda, it was considered “open” to anyone willing to risk

entering it.

The more specific scene now set, let us turn to the story with the roda already

under way, starting with the entrance of its villains44:  three muscle-bound playboys in

their early twenties from the Zona Sul show up, parking their fancy car right next to the

roda.  (When I asked if they were “white”, Pardo responded, “What do you think?”).

After watching for a while, one of them dared to play.  As I remember it, the description

of the game sounded very close to that earlier given regarding the encounter between

Miudinho and Gigante (see Part Three, “Flowing against Force”), with the player from

the Zona Sul executing the fancy flips and spectacular kicks taught in Regional

academias, while his opponent played a more conservative, “beans and rice”45 game.  But

soon enough, the game grew more heated, as the “visitor” became more aggressive,

accelerating the speed and focusing the martial “intent” of his kicks.  Whereas, his

opponent – an unnamed local – stuck to his beans and rice moves, seemingly

outmaneuvered by his adversary, until he found just the right moment to sweep him off

his feet (at this point, Pardo accompanied his narrative with a horizontal clapping of the

                                                  
44 Likely needless to say, at this point, this story was not told to me by an “objective” source, and that I
likewise make no pretense of filtering out its “subjective” dimensions.
45 This expression, feijão com arroz – which of course is referring to the basic accompaniment of most
meals for most Brazilians – is not infrequently used to refer to the basic movements of capoeira.
Depending on the occasion, it can also be used either as a positive description of someone’s game (for
refraining from performing floreios – flashy but pointless moves) or negatively (for failing to be creative in
one’s movements), or  -- as in the case above – just plain ambivalently.
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hand, clearly iconic of the impact of the other player’s body as it hit the ground).  At this

point, the local returned to the space just in front of those who were playing the musical

instruments, crouching down at the “foot” of the berimbau, as that space is called.  When

the other player got up, he looked like he was going to do likewise (as would be

customary), walking over to the same spot, but then, instead of crouching down, he

suddenly kicked the other player full-on in the face – “breaking his front teeth”.  The

player of the berimbau gunga leading the roda immediately called an end to the game, but

before the playboy left the roda, another player – the mestre of the one just kicked – came

into the roda, overtly challenging him to another game through is move (which, of

course, this “tough guy” could not refuse without further losing face in front of his

friends).  “Well, that game is left best undescribed”, Pardo said, or “I’ll leave that game

to your imagination”, or some such; the end result being that this visitor left in a much

humbled (and no doubt bruised) state.  But once he and his friends were in their car, he

yelled out that he was going to return to the roda next month to deal out far more damage

than had been done to him.

Judging from this visitor’s none-too-rosy reputation, those involved in organizing

the roda – including the narrator, of course – reckoned that he would indeed come back,

only next time with “reinforcements”, and possibly weapons.  It so happened that one of

Pardo’s friends was familiar with the leader of one of the local bocas (“mouths” where

pot or cocaine could be purchased), so a couple of them went to see him.  Apparently, the

tenente (“lieutenant”) heard the story, and after admitting to having enjoyed watching the

roda on more than one occasion, as well as having played capoeira himself as a kid, he

agreed to send some of his so-called soldados or “soldiers” to the following month’s

roda, “just to keep things in order”.

And on that day, a month later, a half-dozen soldados did indeed show up, some

of them wearing trench coats – possibly to hide their guns, or in homage to the once

(in)famous gangster-turned politician named Tenório Cavalcanti, also known as o
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Homem da Capa Preta, or the “Man with the Black Cape”. (I was familiar with the

reference, having seen the movie by the same name, and later reading up on his story (see

Beloch 1986):  views varied of him from a local Al Capone or Don Corleone to an urban

equivalent of Robin Hood, only he was well-known for carrying around a machine-gun

instead of bow-and-arrows.)46  In any case, the roda started up and continued for a good

time with no sign of the wealthy thugs from Zona Sul; the “soldiers” stood talking and

watching together some ways away from the roda, casually imposing their presence.

Then, sure enough, a van pulled up, and the former-assailant-turned-vengeful-victim

jumped out of its side door, with a club-like stick in hand, and a good number of other

figures crammed into the back.  But then, after a brief pause, he jumped back in the van

even quicker than he had jumped out, evidently having just figured out the non-neutral

stance of the figures standing on the other side of the roda.  After circling once around the

public square at which the roda was taking place, the van then speeded off.

What to make of this story, which ends with such a “non-event”?  As I read (and

write) it, the “moral” of the story could be said to lie in its inversion of many of the more-

or-less implicit coordinates through which “violence” tends to be localized with respect

to particular places and people  -- in particular, the social and cultural “margins” of the

city.  As such, it repeats the theme of “countering force with fluidity” – with a twist.

Along such lines, let me end this section by tying this story to a corrido of which it

reminds me, which deploys this very figuration of bodily inversions in capoeira as a

magical solution to violence:

                                                  
46 “Good or bad, like it or not, organized crime has succeeded, in certain poor areas, a certain ‘political
control’ based on force and violence, but also on social relations that aspire to legitimate domination….  In
any case, the metaphor of Robin Hood [metaphors typically used by scholars as a straw horse to argue
against the romanticization of drug-traffickers and others on the “wrong” side of the law] is extremely rich
in revealing associations:  for example, a place without a State (the “Middle Ages”) where “order” is
maintained by a corrupt and violent “sheriff” who takes advantage of the “absence of the king” to commit
all sorts of arbitrary violences against which the Robin Hoods revolt” (Misse 1995: 28).
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“Vieram muitos “Many came
p’ra bater no nêgo To beat up the ‘black guy’
Vieram muitos Many came
p’ra bater no nêgo to beat up the ‘black guy’
Trouxeram faca, porrete, e They brought knives, sticks, and
facão machetes
Mas o nêgo não é mole But the ‘black guy’ is no pushover,
mole não  no he’s not
Troca o pé pela mão…” Change your foot for you hand…”
“E a mão pelo pé!” “And your hand for your foot!”
“Troca a mão pelo pé…” “Change your hand for your foot…”
“E o pe pela mão!” “And your foot for your hand!”
… …
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Embodied allegory and the violence of “othering”

In treating capoeira (Angola) in terms of how not only its history, but the

aesthetics of the art as presently played, indirectly counter the effects of racism and

related violences, it might well be said that this ensemble of sections, no less than the art

itself, relies on a fiction – indeed, an at least two-sided, and thus all the more duplicitous

fiction.  This is the case, first of all, insofar as it refuses to bow to the social “fact” that

capoeira’s formerly ever-so-close connection to the matters of “urban violence” and

(overtly) racialized oppression was forcibly severed around the turn of the previous

century; this “fact” was brought about through both a sustained campaign of police

repression of the capoeiras themselves, and the massive restructuring of the city’s

infrastructure shortly thereafter, which transformed the formerly vibrant-yet-volatile

space of the street in such a way that its future practitioners could not reclaim that space –

or at least not in anything close to the way in which they once had struggled over its

control between themselves and the police.  And second, the connections it pursues

between the art and the world beyond its bounds are also fabricated insofar as the style of

capoeira practiced by those with whom I studied did not originate in the city of Rio, but

in the northeastern city of Salvador, after decades of surviving in clandestinity; as such,

no direct line of continuity can be established between the capoeiras that “terrorized” the

streets of nineteenth-century Rio, and those practitioners of the “traditional” style of

capoeira with whom I studied in the same city roughly a century later.

And yet, this “fiction” is substantiated in a similarly double-sided manner.   First,

that fiction is lent ethnographic substance through the multitude of songs that accompany

the art form, as well as through the varied “subjective” connections pursued in this regard

by the practitioners with whom I studied.  Such connections, whether voiced in songs or

in informal conversations and stories, are no less real for being “made up”.  As such,
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those songs, stories, and embodied expressions serve as “intercessors” (Deleuze 1989:

221) to the written ruminations on the art herein, which aim to rearticulate such materials

in terms of how they “speak” to the matters of urban violence and racialized fear –

matters in which the art was once so thoroughly caught up.  They do not speak to the

matter merely as “subjective” cultural forms might be read as “expressing” their

“objective” social and historical conditions, however.  Rather, such songs, stories, and

expressive movements constitute “back-talk” to the no less fictionalized nature of

representations of violence – a fiction rendered visible in the racialized conflation of (the)

capoeira(s) with all sorts of violence enacted on the street as seen through the eyes of

those “white” elites, police and government officials formerly writing about them.  To the

extent that the art as presently played contests the permeation of that fiction, could it not

thus be affirmed as a contingent truth – the “negation of a negation”, as it were?47

For, although capoeira practitioners are no longer cast as among its principle

villains, the social drama of “urban violence” has come to be reenacted in the city of Rio

with much of the original “script” in tact, with the “same” racialized fears now redirected

towards any number of other suspect social actors:  favelado (“slum-dweller”), traficante

(“drug-trafficker”), maconheiro and drogado (“pot-head” and “drug-addict”), flanelinhas

(self-employed car-attendant), camelô (“street-vendor”), and the like.  Indeed, just as

capoeira once constituted a catch-all term for “disorderer, cutthroat, pervert, criminal…”

(see Part Two, “Thirsting after the Bliss of the Knife”),48 today a similar term exists:

marginal.  Appealing to Victor Turner’s (1982: 61-88) conception of social dramas, we

                                                  
47 Indeed, to the extent that Angoleiros actively displace capoeira’s near-exclusive association in written
documents with acts of violence and disorder, and thence as an inherently “barbarous” practice thoroughly
at odds with the Republican ideals of “Order” and “Progress”, they might even be characterized as an
exemplary expression of “Afro-modernity” in Brazil, which Michael Hanchard succinctly defines as “the
negation of the idea of African and Africa-derived peoples as the antithesis of modernity” (Hanchard 1999:
247).
48 “Today there is not a disorderer, cutthroat, pervert, criminal for having wounded or killed, that is not a
capoeira; it’s a way of saying, an idiomatic expression that became common in the peoples’ language, I’d
say even the police” (Anais do Parlamento Brasileiro, Câmara dos Deputados, 1887, Sessão de 5 de
setembro, p. 20, in Dias, 1993:  92).
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might well say that the principle catalyzing factor, or “crisis-phase” in this case remains

much the same:  disputes between gangs and between those gangs and the police are

depicted on a daily basis by the media, just as they once were between rival maltas --

gangs of capoeiras – as well as between maltas and the police.  Moreover, just as the

capoeiras were formerly presented as taking delight in trying out their blades on

“innocent victims”, and these victims were implicitly or explicitly “white”, today a great

deal of the media’s attention is directed towards the victims of balas perdidas , or “lost

bullets” – not, for the most part, other residents of the favelas where most of these

conflicts take place, who, after all, tend to be treated as “suspects” themselves, but rather

those who live below – “innocent bystanders” to such shoot-out spectacles, who happen

to be mostly middle-class (and more likely than not, “white”).  Strangely, these latter folk

tend to be presented as the very citizens being threatened by the drama of violence – yet

what is a “citizen” if not someone who shares responsibility for the well-being (or lack

thereof) of the city in which they dwell?  But as of yet, apart from a fragile, if outspoken,

movement for “peace”, the “redressive phase” of that social drama would appear to be

following a script all-too-similar to that of over a hundred years earlier, with ever-more

calls for “hardline” measures to be taken, ranging from the death penalty to lowered ages

for adult sentencing to periodic military interventions, as if rehearsing the desire to put an

end to that violence once and for all – a neat narrative device for those seeking “closure”

at all costs, as was the case with the Republican militants when they declared war on the

capoeiras no sooner than they had taken power.49

If the relevance of (the) capoeira(s) to this drama seems self-evident when

approached from a historical perspective, this is hardly the case with regard to the art of

capoeira as presently played.  After all, the capoeiras were depicted as some of the

principle enemies of the police in their efforts to impose “order” on a city purportedly on

                                                  
49 For a more extended critique of contemporary representations of urban violence in Rio de Janeiro, carried
out along similar lines – as she reads them as echoing many of the “same” fears expressed a century earlier
with respect to the possibility of a slave uprising – see Vera Batista (2003).
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the brink of chaos; whereas, even if capoeira is presently recognized as a martial art

despite the added elements of dance, ritual, music, and play, it is obviously no longer

deployed as a direct means of contestation between gangs, or between gangs and the

police – the presence of guns has seen to that.  In the intervening period between that past

and this present, capoeira has not only been taken “off the street”, by and large; it has

also been widely disassociated from the “black”, “marginal” other whose “inherent”

propensity for violence this practice was formerly presumed to embody. (Even when, on

occasion, violence does break out in a capoeira game played in the present, it is

considered the exception rather than the rule – or even the exception that “proves” the

rule of the effective containment of its former propensity for violence and disorder.)

Enclosed within the rule-bound space of a sport/spectacle, capoeira’s former links to the

unbounded, inherently volatile space of the street appear to be severed along with its vital

links to the contentious history of black struggle.

And yet, from the standpoint of the practitioners of capoeira Angola with whom I

studied and from whom I learned the art, the violence unleashed against the capoeiras

would itself be doubled over in the “symbolic” violence involved in capoeira’s

subsequent transformation into a sport, spectacle, and cultural commodity.  Here, its roots

in the soil of social struggle that once nourished it were neatly severed, now typically

only recalled in the form of an alluring exotic myth of origins or nostalgic recollection of

long gone acts of resistance.  Often referred to critically as the whitening of capoeira,

what most readily links such efforts to past forms of violence is that they both involve

strategies for dealing with the alterity of this historically “black”/African and socially

“marginal” cultural practice with respect to the European/”white” norms of Brazilian

culture as viewed from the perspective of dominance.

Linking them in this way at the same time foregrounds an important difference

between them – a change of strategies deployed in dealing with the “otherness” of (the)

capoeira(s), and of “black culture” more broadly, in (and beyond) Rio de Janeiro.
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Zygmunt Bauman’s recent revival of Claude Levi-Strauss’s classic distinction between

“anthropoemic” and “anthropophagic” approaches to alterity, which he applies to

different sorts of urban spaces and their relation to the “public” that frequents them,

offers one way of articulating this change:

The first strategy consisted in ‘vomiting’, spitting out the others as seen as
incurably strange and alien: barring physical contact, dialogue, social intercourse
and all varieties of ... commmensality...

The second strategy consists in a ... ‘disalientation’ of alien substances:
‘ingesting’, ‘devouring’ foreign bodies and spirits so that they may be made,
through metabolism, identical with, and no longer distinguishable from, the
‘ingesting’ body....  If the first strategy was aimed at the exile or annihiliation of
the others, the second was aimed at the suspension or annihilation of their
otherness (Z. Bauman 2000: 101).

Of course, no neat distinction can be drawn here, as incorporative strategies may be

employed along with exclusionary ones – and the inverse. As noted by Vera Batista

(2003: 80), the difference between these strategies would remain blurred at best in a

country such as Brazil, in which “liberal” ideas – which she equates with the “phagic”

strategy – grew up alongside and became quickly tangled up in overtly discriminatory

practices – which she links to the “emic” strategy.  While she notes the ratification of an

otherwise “liberal” constitution right in the midst of slavery (in 1831), we might along

related lines point to the widespread commodification of “black” cultural practices in a

country that by-and-large treats politicized affirmations of “black” identity as contrary to

the “Brazilian” identity that encompasses it.50

Much the same may be said with respect to the history of capoeira in the city of

Rio.  Broadly applied, we could say that the social repression of the capoeiras exemplifies

the first strategy, whereas the subsequent transformation of capoeira into a cultural

commodity, spectacle, and/or sport conforms to the second.  What is particularly

                                                  
50 See Kim Butler 2000 for insightful discussions of this irony with respect to the city of Salvador, Bahia,
and the fairly recently “gentrified”, but still culturally “black” neighborhood of the Pelourinho, in
particular.
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noteworthy is how the first strategy apparently prepared the way for the second, first

eliminating and/or expelling those “others” so as to then incorporate their “otherness” in

familiar and controllable forms.  At the same time, historical documents indicate that

many police practiced capoeira even while repressing its practitioners, and at times used

the very blades so closely associated with the capoeiras, both in fights and as pendants

worn around the neck (see Part Two, “Shaving the Heads of the Blacks”) – a

phenomenon repeated by the Special Forces squad trained in capoeira during the Vargas

regime (the same regime that legitimized capoeira so long as it was played “off the

streets”) to be deployed means of “crowd control” against political protestors (see Part

One, “Digesting Knowledge, Writing Difference”).  Conversely, capoeira’s eventual

“ingestion” as a national sport would not occur without at the same time regurgitating

those elements of the cultural practice that could not be so easily digested and assimilated

to its newfound forms – in particular, those elements that recalled the history of exclusion

and oppression that preceded its subsequent incorporation, as well as those elements that

affirmed capoeira’s “black”/African (-Diasporic) origins as something more than merely

a dispensable predicate of Brazilian identity.  Even more tellingly, the eventual

incorporation of capoeira occurred alongside the unrelenting rejection of (still

predominantly “black”, although for-the-most-part no longer overtly racialized)

“marginals”, forcefully relegated to the social peripheries of the city, in both hillside

favelas and largely working-class subúrbios, or “suburbs” – realms that would continue

to be identified as incurably violent and thence opposed to “civil” society in much the

same way as formerly had been the case with the capoeiras.

It is over against these closely linked and equally violent reactions to alterity –

rejecting “others” and assimilating “otherness” – that the relevance of the

revival/reinvention of the “traditional” style of capoeira in the all-too-modern city of Rio

de Janeiro stands out:  first of all, the efforts of practitioners of capoeira Angola to

differentiate their practice from that of the “modernized,” Regional style, and to thereby
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counter the “phagic” process of assimilating capoeira into the “color-blind” heart of

national identity; and second, practitioners’ efforts to (re)fabricate connections between

the art form and marginalized milieus and peoples – all those treated as other not only by

the State but also to the “citizens” whose safety is supposedly safe-guarded by the use of

force on the part of those paid to police the boundary between “citizens” and “marginal”.

And yet, I have been seeking to elaborate on how capoeira Angola offers not just

a politicized response to the symbolic violence of capoeira’s cultural appropriation as a

national sport/spectacle/cultural commodity, and more indirectly, to the ongoing

exclusionary violence still directed towards all those (predominantly “black males”) seen

as “marginals”, but also an ethically and politically charged counter-figuration of

“blackness” that is irreducible to such oppositional intent.  It is irreducible to a mere

reflection of what it opposes insofar as it offers an other approach towards engaging with

alterity, based neither on incorporation nor on expulsion, but on something else.  That

approach has entailed efforts to destabilize conventional distinctions between “self” and

“other”, along with that of other oppositions with which it tends to be linked, such as

“subject” and “object”, “mind” and body”, “writing” and “movement”, “order” and

“disorder”, “peace” and “violence”, and – most pointedly, in our case – “white” and

“black”.  Whereas, in Part One, that approach was figured as constellational and/or

rhizomatic, here, to highlight its relation to that persistent conceptual phantasm of

anthropological theory and ethnographic writing, let me refigure it in allegorical terms.

* * *

James Clifford once upon a time asserted that all ethnographies are at least in part

allegorical, regardless of whether they are narrated straightforwardly as “eye-witness”

accounts, systematized as “objective” analyses of the cultural practices described,

dialectically articulated with respect to political-economic processes, or written self-

reflexively, dialogically, phenomenologically, etc.:
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Embodied in written reports, these stories simultaneously describe real
cultural events and make additional, moral, ideological, and even
cosmological statements.  Ethnographic writing is allegorical at the level
both of its content (what it says about cultures and their histories) and its
form (what is implied by its mode of textualization) (Clifford 1986: 98).51   

This argument for the allegorical quality of ethnographic texts does not deny their ability

to represent “reality” in some fashion:  Clifford argues that ethnographic texts "struggle

to limit the plays of their “extra” meanings, subordinating them to mimetic, referential

functions," (Clifford 1986: 109).  The crucial point is rather that the boundary between

events and their narrative representations is inherently permeable:  one must convey a

sense of reality of another place, time, and/or people, it is never simply given, and the

means of conveyance can be no more readily fixed than the reality one purports to

relate.52

While Clifford devotes much of his essay to culling out the allegorical subtext of

“realist” ethnographic accounts, only mentioning experiments in self-consciously

allegorical ethnographies in a brief footnote (1986: 100), a wide range of exemplary texts

exist in this regard – works that foreground their storied nature but refuse the reductive

generic labelling of their writing as “fiction”, of which I only name the ones that have

particularly influenced my own approach:  Agee 1941; Seremetakis 1994; Steedley 1993;

Stewart 1996; Taussig 1987, 1997; J. Taylor 1998; Tsing 1993; Daniel 1996.53   In one

                                                  
51 Hayden White makes a similar point regarding the narrativization of historical events, which, he argues,
is inextricably linked to the desire for moral closure:  “If every full realized story, however we define that
familiar but conceptually elusive entity, is a kind of allegory, points to a moral, or endows events, whether
real or imaginary, with a significance that they could not possess as a mere sequence, then it seems possible
to conclude that every historical narrative has as its latent or manifest purpose the desire to moralize the
events of which it treats” (White 1987: 14).
52  "There is no way definitely, surgically, to separate the factual from the allegorical in cultural accounts"
(Clifford 1986:  119).
53  This list is by no means exhaustive, as “allegorical anthropology” is a rather porous concept, and,
arguably, depends as much on the perspective of the reader as that of the writer.  Although these
ethnographies vary widely in their modes of representation, they share a critical perspective towards the
assumption that “good” or “proper” ethnographies (aspire to) “transparently” depict local cultural realities
in the mode of an extended and detailed journalistic account.  They are equally critical of the converse
perspective that valuable ethnographies are those that order cultural details through “scientific” methods
and/or extract anthropological truths from the fuzzy realm of descriptive narrative and anecdotal details.
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way or another, or a variety of different ways, these ethnographies implicate the act(s) of

writing (and reading) in constituting their ethnographic “object,” and addressing the

implications of that constitutive role.54  But let me move on to flesh out the connections

between allegory, ethnography, and their mutual subject-matter, the “other”.

"In the simplest terms, allegory says one thing and means another," Fletcher

(1964:2) claims in his classical treatise on allegory as a “symbolic mode.” In a footnote,

he derives the term from

allos + agoreuein'(other + speak openly, speak in the assemply or market
).  Agoreuein connotes public, open, declarative speech.  This sense is
inverted by the prefix allos .  Thus allegory is often called 'inversion.'....
Sometimes the term inversio  may be taken in its original sense of
translation , while translatio  is but the Latin equivalent of the Greek
metaphor  (ibid).

Clifford's argument for the link between allegory and ethnography is thus reenforced by

both these terms' association with “translation,” as when Clifford states: "Whatever else

an ethnography does, it translates experience into text" (Clifford 1986: 115; italics

added).  His argument is also links allegory with “metaphor” and metaphor with

displacement,55 thence paralleling ethnography's role in displacing one set of codes into

another:  not only from experience to text, or from culture to culture, but from “the

practice of the natives” to “anthropological praxis” (Dumont 1986: 353), and from

“fieldwork” to “homework” (Visweswaran 1994).  Perhaps the central link between

ethnography and allegory is the attention of both textual forms to “other speech.”
                                                  
54 Broadly stated, allegorical ethnographies might be said to pursue what Jameson (1981) calls the "textual
revolution" in liberating ethnographers "from the empirical object -- whether institution, event, or
individual work -- by displacing our attention to its constitution as an object and its relationship to the other
objects thus constituted" (Jameson 1981: 297). Or, as Taussig remarks in the opening pages of Shamanism,
Colonialism, and the Wild Man: "That is why my subject is not the truth of being but the social being of
truth, not whether facts are real but what the politics of their interpretation and representation are" (Taussig
1987: xiii).
55 Michel de Certeau literalizes the term “metaphor” as a pretext for discussing stories as “spatial
trajectories”:  "in modern times, the vehicles of mass transportation are called metaphorai .  To go to work
or come home, one takes a 'metaphor' -- a bus or a train.  Stories could also take this noble name: every day
they traverse and organize places; they select and link them together, they make sentences and itineraries
out of them" (de Certeau 1984: 115).
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As Weigel notes with regard to allegory, “other speech” can refer to either the

speech of an “other” besides that of the publi  that grounds speech within a shared field of

meanings, or to that which is “other” to speech – whether pictures that resist reduction to

discourse or discourse that resists reduction to (any particular) meaning (1996: 95-99).  In

either case, allegory consists of a "figurative form of speech" (Weigel: 97) which resists

reduction to merely the opposite of that to which it is other.  As a figurative form, it can

either be approached as conveying some meaning other than the literal one, or as resisting

the attribution of meaning altogether:

If this implicitly defines the relationship of the image or figure to the
concept as one of alterity, it is nevertheless precisely in the gap between
the two that the whole play of meanings is made to disappear, a play of
meanings which is constituted precisely out of the heterogeneity of logos
and materia , of signifier and signified, out of the most manifold and
multifarious differences therefore (ibid).

By and large, allegorical interpretation, according to Weigel, tends to divest its object of

exactly that elusive allure or “strange fascination” (Weigel: 98) which renders it

allegorical to begin with.  Once one “decodes” -- or purports to have decoded -- an

allegory, either by exposing its internal logic or its external referents, the allegory is

reduced to the status of a puzzle solved.  What this “encyclopaedic” approach to

interpretation mystifies is the orientation towards alterity  invested in allegorical forms

(ibid) – that which resists reduction to the categories of the “same.”56  Allegory, beyond

its deceptive form or disguised content, expresses a desire for an indefinite, (as of yet)

unrealized, “object” – that which is other to “language” and “reality” alike, remaining

indefinitely suspended between them.

One of the principal differences between ethnographies more generally,

and allegorical  ethnographies in particular, is that the latter do not resign

                                                  
56 This orientation, I would suggest, may involve an “aesthetic” desire for mystery or otherness  (Lingis
1994), an “ethical” desire for that which is unreachable in the other (Levinas 1981), and/or a “political-
utopic” desire for an other --  and presently unknowable --  way of life  (Jameson 1981).
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themselves to “decoding” cultural differences, but rather experiment with modes

of evoking (Tyler 1986) those aspects of cultural difference that evade

“translation” from one set of codes to another.  Through calling attention to those

aspects of practices and discourses that resist cultural translation, they seek to

”open up a collaborative loophole within the grids and codes [of ethnographic

convention] for a heteroglot multitude of fragmented, mobile, and only dubiously

truthful voices -- our own included" (Steedley 1993: 200-201). 57  While such an

approach cannot overcome the "asymmetrical tendencies and pressures in the

languages of dominated and dominant societies," (Asad 1986: 164), they may at

least call attention to those asymmetries and imagine alternatives to the dominant

modes of “translation” which such asymmetries enforce.

Thus (dis)placed, allegorical ethnographies continually call their ethnographic

descriptions and anthropological interpretations into question with the conviction that the

“object” of the ethnographic encounter will emerge between:   between self and other,

description and interpretation , subject and object, the ethnographer and her informants,

the text and its readers, written signs and lived bodies, discourse and actions, local truths

and global realities, dominant and dominated forms of social knowledge, and any other

conventionalized demarcations of difference .  Unlike overtly fictional-literary accounts,

these works do not give up the claim of writing about what is really  going on elswhere or

actually  occured in the past; they seek, rather, to maintain the tension between making

truth-claims and demonstrating the element of fabrication involved in such claims.58

                                                  
57 "The translator’s task," Steedley comments on the relevance of Benjamin's conception of translation to
ethnographic practice, “is not simply to convey information to an audience unable to understand the
original text.  Such an endeavor can only achieve an 'inaccurate transmission of an inessential content'
while effacing the unfathomable, mysterious 'something else' that resides within the text” (Steedley 1993:
199-200, on Benjamin 1969: 70).
58 In a sense then, one could actually say that they take the stipulation to tell the truth regarding social
phenomena all that much more obsessively,  by calling attention to how the act of telling unavoidably
informs the nature of the truths that are told.
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Still, allegorical ethnographies, unlike their “reflexive” cousins, do not limit

themselves to endlessly revealing bias and partiality of perspective.  If both allegorical

and reflexive approaches share the sensibility "that most of what seems important in life

is made up and is neither more (nor less) than, as a certain turn of phrase would have it, 'a

social construction,'" (Taussig 1993: xv), the allegorical approach treats this sensibility as

a productive point of departure rather than an endlessly reiterated conclusion.  The

constructedness of both one's text and the social world are revealed in tandem, stretching

the limits of what counts as ethnographic “truth,” and refusing to neatly separate such

truth-claims from heart-felt ethical, aesthetic and/or politically motivated points that are

not empirically verifiable.

Far from the renouncing of objectivity resulting in a “literary” retreat from reality,

or the renouncing of neutrality resulting in an unabashedly “ideological” treatment of

reality, a self-consciously allegorical approach opens up new paths for ethnographic

engagements with the social world(s) in which we (and “they”-- those of whom “we”

write) live.  This approach opens new paths because the worlds thence opened are

themselves saturated with underlying allegorical currents.  As Jameson argues,

"allegorical narrative signifieds are a persistent dimension of literary and cultural texts

precisely because they reflect a fundamental dimension of our collective thinking and our

collective fantasies about history and reality" (1981: 34).  Allegory is by no means a

purely “literary” or “artistic” device, then, just as literature and other art forms are by no

means divorced of social and political significance.

Thus, if there is an underlying “faith” that guides allegorial ethnographies as I

read them, it is that the cultural situations addressed in them, far from inevitably falsified

or distorted in the attempt to encapsulate them as “stories,” are themselves located in a

decentered social reality made up of multiple conflicting practices and perspectives
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(Clifford 1986).59  Conversely, if there is an underlying suspicion they share, it is that

apparently consensual social situations and the monological representations thereof are

likely to be constituted through the suppression of contrasting perspectives and the

naturalization of the worldview of a particular class, “racial” or ethnic group, or gender.

Once such irresolvable ambiguities and contradictions are acknowledged as immanent to

contemporary social experience, the practice of ethnography foregoes the attempt to fix

cultural meaning within definitive frameworks.   Such writing instead takes up the task of

tracing the processes through which social contradictions are elaborated and concealed

within overlapping experiential and textual realms (Stewart 1991), as well as the

provisional aesthetic “solutions” to such lived contradictions (Jameson 1981).  This

involves a realignment of ethnography away from the static division between “science”

and “literature” towards the writing of counter-(hi)stories whose epistemic assumptions,

political intents, poetic procedures, and interventional ethics are affirmed even as the epic

quest for definitive goals and/or systematic explanations is relinquished (Foucault 1980).

The critical core of the approach outlined here is limited neither to denouncing the

hidden political implications informing and/or resulting from reigning academic

conventions and postulates, nor to acknowledging the unavoidably partial and thence

contingent nature of any particular representation, experimental or otherwise.  To the

extent that this approach is taken as either an overarching epistemological critique of

positivist presumptions in academic engagements with the “outside” world, or an

ensemble of overtly politicized forays into “local” cultural realms with the intention of

questioning the relations of power involved in particular social assumptions and

practices, it is drained of precisely the interstitial dynamic through which it seeks to stage

their mutual impact.

                                                  
59 "Ethnography is actively situated between powerful systems of meaning.  It poses its questions at the
boundaries of civilizations, cultures, classes, races, and genders" (Clifford 1986: 2).
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The allegorical impulse of my ethnography of capoeira Angola arises in the

performative juncture between: the bodily movement and the culturally-coded stories,

metaphors, songs, and anecdotes that circulate around such movement and ascribe

meaning to it; and the resistance of such movement and its surrounding discourses to

being immobilized within an ethnographic “text” that would attempt to locate their

meaning in terms of a presumably fixed social, historical, and cultural “context.”

The practitioners of capoeira Angola with whom I studied emphasized two

seemingly contradictory aspects of the cultural significance of their art form:  on the one

hand, how its preservation and propagation constitutes an act of cultural resistance

towards both the marginalization of Afro-Brazilian culture, and its substitution by

superficial signs of cultural difference whose commodified form and depoliticized

content contribute to the denial of racialized oppression in Brazil; and on the other hand,

how this art form is inherently mysterious, and its ultimate meaning and purpose are

hence unknown to even the most experienced players.

Approached from this angle, capoeira Angola could be said to have “allegorical”

dimension for its practitioners, and potentially for its audience, embodying both those

aspects addressed earlier:  it comprises a form of other speech to the myth of racial

democracy in Brazil by assuming the outward appearance of a harmless game, even while

dramatizing the deceptiveness of that appearance and the ever-present threat of violence

both in the art form and its surrounding society; and it embodies – particularly in that

inherently mobile realm of the jogo de dentro or “inside game”, as well as in the

sorcerous movement of mandinga – an indefinite something that is other than speech,

continuously evading and exceeding efforts to locate (and thereby effectively “dispel”) its

cultural significance and social and political resonances.

Having “identified” this allegorical structure, one might then proceed to map out

the inner aesthetic codes and/or outer contextual details that would enable the deciphering

of why practitioners understand their art form the way they do; in placing that
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understanding in its proper social and historical context, one could thence spell out its

larger implications with respect to Brazilian culture and anthropological theory.  In

adopting an allegorical approach not merely towards the interpretation of the art form but

also towards its ethnographic representation, my own approach is difficult to define

except as other to that outlined above:  I attempt to not merely explain but exemplify

capoeira Angola's singular style60; not to decipher its internal system of signification or

locate that system with respect to its external social referents, but to amplify its

significance through mutually resonating discursive displacements between the cultural

“text” and some of the varying social “contexts” in which it is enacted – contexts limited,

for the most part, to the city of Rio de Janeiro; not to place and emplot it within the linear

narrative of a pre-established History, but to redeem capoeira Angola's aesthetic form in

conjunction with its twisting and turning temporal trajectory as an embodied allegory of

the evasive and oppositional maneuvers of those simultaneously displaced to the margins

of history and treated as inherent threats to social order and the “well-being” of the

nation.

This approach plays off the ambivalent perspectives of the practitioners of

capoeira Angola with whom I practiced toward manifestations of violence in the art form

and outside it, which I could pretend to identify as follows:  On the one hand, they seek to

redeem the ludic and ritual dimensions of capoeira over against the tendency to reduce

the art to an agonistic sport in which competition and spectacle matter more than

anything else.  On the other, they treat the art form as a powerful testimony to the role of

violence in shaping and constraining the histories, cultures, and lives of peoples of

African descent in Brazil and throughout the African Diaspora.  Here, signs of physical

aggression in the game take on a double meaning:  they serve at once as surrogates for

actual violence, rendering overt physical contact unnecessary, and as reminders of the all-

                                                  
60 "Style is an emergence, the means by which newly creative knowledge is developed from playful, rote, or
ordinary participatory experience.  Style is the way an internalization and naturalization of felt thoughts and
thought feelings guides experience" (Feld 1988: 107).
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too-real acts of violence occurring in the past whose painful consequences continue to

haunt the present.  As a danced fight and ritualized combat, capoeira Angola

performatively enacts not only the collective struggle against the violence of slavery, but

also the subsequent veiling of such struggle and violence with the articulation of the myth

of “racial democracy” in Brazil.  Still, in large part due to the widespread transformation

of capoeira into a competitive sport or cultural spectacle, such dissonant meanings are

for-the-most-part sheltered within deceptively fluid-yet-volatile realms of embodied

knowledge touched upon throughout this dissertation.

But rather than end with such a relatively neatly delimited reading, let me leave

off where a capoeira Angola roda might begin – with a ladainha tracing a twisted

trajectory of yearning, roaming, violence, and suffering, at least momentarily redeemed

through this “vagabond” art from Angola, as Mestre Pastinha called it…



312

Walking around the world

Ieeeeeeeeeeeeeeê!
Tava andando pelo mundo
Tava andando pelo mundo,
Oh meuDeus
A procura de amor
Mas a vida foi cruel
Só me mostrou tristeza e dor
Cada canto que eu passava
Via muito sofredor
Vi o meu irmão morrendo
Cheio de fome ô lambedor
Roubando, matando os outros
Em nome do desamor
Só não é de meu espanto
Que esse irmão seja de cor
Cada vez que eu caía
Dessa luta eu recordava
Capoeira é arma forte
Quando a vida não diz mais nada
Mas apesar de tanta dor
Esse povo tem amor
Salve o pai Ogum
Santo Antonio é o protetor ,
Camarada...

Ieeeeeeeeeeeeeeê!
I was walking around the world
I was walking around the world,
Oh Lord
Searching for love
But life was cruel
Only showed sadness and pain
Each place I passed through
I saw many sufferers
I saw my 'brother(s)' dying
Filled with hunger licking
Robbing, killing others
In the name of lack of love
It only does not surprise me
That this brother is 'colored'
Each time that I would fall
This fighting art I would remember
Capoeira is a powerful weapon
When life no longer says anything
But despite so much pain
This people has love
Hail your father Ogum
Saint Anthony is the protector,
My friend…

Once the space of the roda is formed, but prior to its becoming occupied by the

interchange of fighting and dancing to take place within it, it must first be ritually

transformed such that the empirically always-absent realm of the past may nonetheless be

imaginatively incorporated in the present through the mediums of voice and movement.

For the realm of the past to enter the roda, that space must first be transformed into a

stage without a platform "on which the formality of practices is represented, but the

condition of its possibility is that it be detached from actual social practices" (de Certeau

1984: 135); it must become a storied space, assuming "a mediating form through which

‘meaning’ must pass" (see K. Stewart 1996: 29), located neither in the past nor the
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present, but somewhere -- or “some-when” -- in-between; it must turn into an imageric

space, a space in which images of the past and present collide, a (space of) dialectical

image(s) "in which the Then and Now come into a constellation like a flash of lightning"

(Walter Benjamin, quoted in Handelman 1991: 7).  Only then will the interplay of

rhythm, song, dance, fight, play and ritual become capable of bodying forth marginalized

moments from the displaced past(s) of peoples of African descent in Brazil, thence

calling into question the social, cultural and political contours of the present.

The version of history voiced in this song of lament or ladainha, which

remembers history as permeated by cruelty, sadness, pain, treachery, and, indeed, hunger,

runs against the conventional understanding of history as a fact-based narration of

historical events.  Here, it is not only a question of filling out the otherwise hollow shell

of history with the felt substance of life as lived in the past, or, in turn, of finding the right

words with which to convey the affective dimension of history as once lived, but also of

quite literally voicing those words in such a way that they reverberate in the ears and

imagination of those listening in the ongoing present.  Placed as it is at the beginning of a

capoeira roda, sung invocations such as this flood the space of the game with historical

memory, even as they flood the realm of “history” with affect.  They thereby revitalize

the relation between the art as presently practiced and that as practiced in the past, so that

this very relation also assumes a certain “roundness”61 akin to that the roda, only

transposed from space into time, as it were – an open circuit of sensate energy continually

passing from past to present and back again.

Indeed, far from closing the game off from its surroundings, the inwardly turned

moment in which the ladainha is sung literally and metaphorically opens a way not only

into the roda, but also out into the world beyond its porous bounds.  For through its

                                                  
61 This “roundness” is not to be confused with circularity:  it is a matter not of “history repeating itself”, so
much as of the past reverberating in the present, ever similar but never identical:  “The circle is an organic,
ideal, fixed essence, but roundness is a vague and fluent essence, distinct both from the circle and things
that are round (a vase, a wheel, the sun)” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 367) in that it is “essentially and not
accidentally inexact” (ibid).
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singing, the past is brought forth as a source of nourishment in a present that has been

systematically starved of the sorts of sensate historical knowledge capable of sustaining

the desire – let alone the hope – for change.62

“I was walking around the world, searching for love…”  How better to cross over

the chasm between capoeira and the social and historical milieu from which it was

removed than through the lyrics of a song that speaks of “walking around the world”?

The song offers not just any crossing, but a pedestrian bridge, or suspended walkway,

which leads those who are willing to cross it over to some of the bleaker realms of the

world beyond the art form as staged in the present, without providing a fixed or stable

place from which to gaze at a distance, “making sense” from afar – no windows to rent

here (see Part One, “A window onto history”.  This line speaks to a certain way of

making one’s way around in the world – a transient trajectory starting out from that

personal pronoun, “I”, for one, and guided by the search for love.  Still, that sentiment

need not be limited to romantic love for some particular “other”:  for me, it speaks to my

gradually acquired love for capoeira Angola, and how it led me to set out on paths,

venture to places, and meet up with people – and meet with people to set out on paths to

venture to places – far different from what the more standard social determinants would

have indicated with respect to my own “life history”.  Affective resonances between the

musically enhanced poetry of the words and the varied images of the world depicted in

them are likely to wrench those listening from their habitual focus on the perceived

necessities of the moment, transporting them towards the margins of their everyday

concerns.  The wave of affect produced through such resonances may well overflow the

psychic barriers that circumscribe our everyday sense of reality and keep our dreams,

                                                  
62 Along such lines, in what follows, I aim not to interpret this ladainha, so much as flesh out its
significance as an intercessor both between the past and the present, and between the inside game and the
outside world.  In particular, I treat it as pointing towards histories not directly told in it, but which may be
read about elsewhere, even as reference to those histories serves to contextualize the ethnographic
anecdotes and stories which I subsequently link to this ladainha.
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desires, and nightmares at bay, inviting us not only to expand our horizons but also to

confront our fears, regrets, anger, and other sentiments.

Those words announce a world that extends beyond the realm of fixed locations

and straightforward destinations – a world not so different from that given voice to in the

blues, which, like “signification itself”, are “always nomadically wandering….  ever on

the move, ceaselessly summing novel experience” (H. Baker 1984: 8).  By that same

token, however, these words voice a more specific world of black/African Diasporic

experience.  For this song resonates with experiences voiced elsewhere throughout the

African Diaspora, as in the blues singer Ma Rainey’s song, “Lost Wandering Blues”,

whose first lines run: “I’m leaving this morning with my clothes in my hand /Lord, I’m

leavin’ this mornin’ with my clothes in my hand / I won’t stop movin’ ‘til I find my man”

(cited in A. Davis 1998: 77).63  Here, even the repetition of the first line with the added

reference to God is present in both songs; perhaps what most readily differentiates their

opening lines is that the blues song speaks specifically to black womens’ experience.64

“…But life was cruel, only showed sadness and pain…”  It so happens that the

last lines of Ma Rainey’s blues song also voices this sentiment of rejection, similarly

extending from the betrayal experienced at the hands of a lover to that as experienced

with respect to the failed social promise of freedom:  “I said, look-a yonder, people, my

love has been refused / That’s the reason why mama’s got the lost wandering blues”

(Davis 1998:  77).   Even as such singing liberates those listening, if only momentarily,

                                                  
63 Here, even the repetition of the first line with the added reference to God is present in both songs; the
only significant difference between their openings is that the blues song speaks specifically to black
womens’ experience.   That perspective is infrequently voiced in capoeira songs, although this ladainha at
least does not exclude such experience being read into it, as do the historical representations of the
capoeiras addressed throughout the previous chapter, say.  As Angela Davis says in her commentary on
blues songs composed and sung by women on the theme of travel: “The traveling blues man is a familiar
image.  But the traveling blues woman is not familiar.  Although travel was generally a distinctly male
prerogative, there were some women who, because their lives were not primarily defined by their domestic
duties, were as mobile as men” (Davis 1998: 71).
64 Although that difference is infrequently voiced in overt terms in capoeira songs, this ladainha at least
does not exclude its being sung in such terms – indeed, my own reading of this song is no doubt influenced
by the fact that a female mestre sings the only recorded version of this ladainha I have (in “CD” produced
by Grupo Nzinga, 2003).
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from the pressing demands of immediate reality, the words of this and other ladainhas –

let alone blues songs – imbue these vagrant wanderings of mind, body, and spirit with a

heightened sense of reality on a different register.  Houston Baker’s commentary on the

dynamic juxtaposition of hope and despair in the lyrics of blues songs and the musical

rhythms that accompany them might as well have been made with respect to this

ladainha:  “Even as they speak of paralyzing absence and ineradicable desire, their

instrumental rhythms suggest change, movement, action, continuance, unlimited and

unending possibility” (H. Baker 1984: 8).  Only, in the case of ladainhas, that heightened

tension between mobility and fixity is played out in the game itself, as players-to-be

(im)patiently await the end of the solo-song before initiating their bodily dialogue, even

as the ladainha thereby infuses the subsequent game with rough-edged signs of history

through personal and collective (hi)stories of suffering, struggle, and desire...

“…Each place I passed through, I saw many sufferers; I saw my 'brother(s)'

dying, filled with hunger licking; robbing, killing others in the name of lack of love; It

only does not surprise me that this brother is ‘colored’...”  The ladainha thus paints a

human landscape that is thoroughly at odds with the mythical portrayal of Brazil as a land

of relative social and racial harmony; indeed, the image of “brothers” robbing and killing

one-another resonates with Bill T. Jone’s statement at the opening of Part Three

regarding the “rule” of history according to which “a people whose identity has been

forged by violence and deprivation will manifest violence and deprivation” (Jones 1995:

197) – so long as neither such line is read as a moral judgment of that social reality, so

much as a vehement rejection of the particular path down which history has been forced

to run.   

For the desolate scene of hunger, theft, and killing, together with the transience of

the narrator, and the mourning-filled manner in which the song is sung, calls forth audible

images of the aftermath of slavery in Brazil – images that continue to resonate in the

present.  No sooner had people of African descent won their freedom, than they were
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forced to the margins of the nascent Republic, whose seemingly grandiose yet narrowly

defined dream of Order and Progress – as emblazoned across the national flag in place of

the imperial arms insignia – did not include them in its plans for the future.  Making a

virtue out of necessity, more than a few descendents of enslaved Africans would take to

wandering on the rural roads and urban streets, “choosing” to adopt the “vagabond”

identity that had been imposed upon them in any case (L. Kowarick 1994[1938]), in the

absence of viable alternatives.65  Of course, those who “chose” vagrancy rarely stopped

working – who could afford such a luxury?  Rather, they would improvise forms of

survival amidst the fluid realm of the street, making or finding things to sell when

possible, and when not, either starving or stealing or selling their own bodies – strategies

of survival that elites and government officials would treat as but further evidence of the

inability of the formerly enslaved to “adapt” to the quickly modernizing world.  As such,

even self-employed workers would be subjected to periodic waves of repression – a

pattern reproduced in the present, along with the use of street-vending as a strategy of

survival.  Indeed, a recent mayor of Rio created a police troop in Rio, named Controle

Urbano, or “Urban Control” trained specifically to repress such street-vendors, or

camelôs; decked out in full riot gear and armed with steel-reenforced sticks, they parade

up and down the streets of downtown Rio, confiscating the merchandise of those not

licensed to sell.  Every so often, large brawls break out, and the downtown shops close.

“…Each time that I would fall, this fighting form I remembered; Capoeira is a

powerful weapon when life no longer says anything…”  In referring to capoeira as a

weapon against social alienation, this ladainha links capoeira to an ongoing, unresolved –

and seemingly unresolvable – struggle against racial oppression and social

marginalization.  Yet rather than tell that history of struggle in the uncomplicated form of

a heroic tale of transcendence – as a narrative of progress writ small – it calls attention to

                                                  
65 In some cases, the formerly enslaved would continue laboring at the same plantations and other
“occupations” once forced on them as slaves, although in many cases, this was not even an option, as
former “masters” in many cases turned to (“white”) immigrant labor (Costa 1985).
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the shadows of racism flickering behind the illusory beacon of history-as-progress.  Just

as the berimbau has been described as a musical instrument which, "in the time of pain,

leaves off being an instrument to become a weapon"66, the song suggests that capoeira

may likewise be wielded as a weapon of struggle in such times – although capoeira’s

primary use is no longer that of transforming the body into a physical weapon (if it ever

was), but that of sensibly linking the bodies of those who practice the art to varied

dimensions of the history of struggle through which the art has passed, such that such

struggles may be actively remembered in the present.

Along such lines, let me turn to the interlinked stories of three practitioners –

stories that at the same time link them to the abbreviated history thus far told through the

song.  In the first capoeira Angola group in which I trained, two of the three oldest

practitioners besides our mestre were camelôs (street-vendors), (nick)named Zeca and

Caboclo [“Half-Indian”]. Whereas, the third, who went by the name of Marinheiro

[“Sailor”] was employed by the Guarda Municipal  -- a police force that has long been

used to crack down on street vendors, of which Controle Urbano, mentioned above,

would later become a sub-unit.  When our mestre came to class, I would take class

alongside them; when he couldn’t make it, one of them would teach.

Once, I happened to meet up with Marinheiro on a bus on the way to a capoeira

roda in the Baixada Fluminense, where all three practitioners live; a man of formidable

size, he had got his nickname because of his former employment as a sailor in the Navy.

At one point, as we conversed, I took the opportunity to ask him, as “tactfully” as I could,

how he dealt with the apparent contradiction of being part of the very police apparatus

that had historically been the principle enemy of the capoeira gangs.  He did not show

offense, but through his response, proceeded to gently disabuse me of the elitism implicit

in my question.  Rather than respond directly, he first gave me a quick history lesson

                                                  
66 "…[N]a hora da dor, ele deixa de ser instrumento para ser uma foice de mão" (Notes of Mestre.
Pastinha).
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regarding how the military and police units had long been one of the few “legal” jobs

available to people such as himself – and how the “economy” could be just as effective in

inadvertently forcing those who were poor and typically black to turn to the military or

military police for employment, as had formally been done through the (forced)

conscription of “vagrants” into the military in the aftermath of slavery; years later, I

would experience a sense of déjà vu while reading a history book on this subject (Beattie

2001), which, while filled with detail, held to essentially the same “thesis” as had

Marinheiro’s assertions that day.  As our conversation proceeded (it was a long bus

ride!), he turned to the matter of how he had been approached numerous times by the

captain of his police unit to teach a class on fighting techniques taken from capoeira to

other members of the Guarda Municipal; he said refused to do so, unless they were

willing to learn the art as a whole – which they were not.  Similarly, although his job

positioned him on the other side of the media-labeled “war” taking place between the

“orderly” police and the “disorderly” camelôs, Marinheiro reworked that positioning to

quite different ends:  on numerous occasions, before or after practice, I overheard him

telling the ‘street-vendors’ not to sell their merchandise in such-and-such an area, as there

was likely to be a “blitz”(police raid) the next day, or the like.  Moreover, the games

between them had that certain quality about them that only games between good friends

or at least long acquaintances tend to have – free-flowing and frequently humorous,

although anything but physically easy-going, as if the intimacy between those playing

allowed an inordinate degree of physicality without resulting in resentment.

It seemed, in turn, that whenever I went downtown, I would run into Caboclo out

selling his wares on the street.  On such occasions, he took to asking me how to say all

sorts of different things in English; he claimed it was so that he could sell stuff to tourists,

although I doubt many tourists were out there buying the pens, watches, umbrellas, and

such that he typically sold.  When he first started selling stuff on the street, he had only

sold things he made himself – jewelry made from carved wood and varied sorts of seeds
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he said he had learned to make from his half-Indian mother, from whom he had also

indirectly gotten his nickname; Caboclo would often joke about his origins, one moment

joking with me that he represented the perfect “specimen” for me to study as he was the

living embodiment of the “mixing” of the three races that anthropologists loved to talk

about,  while at  another saying he had never met an Indian as “black” as he was, in spirit

and behavior if not in terms of the actual darkness of his skin.  But then, when he got

married and had children to support, the lack of time and money forced him to turn to

other stuff to sell.  He would take such chance encounters on the street as opportunities to

teach me more about the philosophy of capoeira Angola, as “payment” for my English

lessons – sometimes at my expense, as when he grabbed my arm, and, as he squeezed my

bicept, and told me “capoeira is not muscle, its manha [“trickery”]”, he exemplified what

he meant through nearly headbutting me in the face, only to pull his move at the last

moment.

During such conversations, he would also not infrequently make comparisons

between capoeira and his occupation, noting how both required a keen sense of peripheral

vision, as well as a constantly relaxed-yet-ready state of mind and body – you were likely

to be standing around all day, after all, but you also had to be able to dart off in a

moment’s notice at the least sign that a troupe of uniformed thugs was approaching.  At

one point, when he made a comment of this sort, I took the opportunity to ask him what

he would do if he were to ever encounter his friend Marinheiro as one of those so

uniformed, to which he responded with feigned seriousness, “Well, in that case, I’d just

have to show him who the real Angoleiro is!”  Caboclo’s game inside the roda was

anything but easy-going, although always filled with humor; whenever he played me, the

gringo (as he never tired of calling me, probably because I could never fully hide my

irritation), he loved to give me “something to remember him by”.

I suffered a great shock when I met up with Caboclo at a capoeira roda not too

long ago, after not having seen him for at least a year, to find him disfigured, moving
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only with the aid of a cane in what was an obviously painful limp.  When I approached

him, he answered the question clearly written on my face by telling me he had been shot

six times some six-months earlier.  He was not forthcoming about why he had been shot,

so I did not push the matter, although he did tell me he that he had gone into hiding for

some time thereafter, and still could not go anywhere near the neighborhood where he

had formerly lived, and thus had to give up on the house he had been working on and

investing in over all the years that I knew him.  But he brushed it all off, motioning to the

roda taking place a short ways away as we spoke, saying – as if it were a mixed blessing,

it seemed to me – that he had only capoeira to thank for still being alive.

“...But despite all the pain, this people has love; Hail your father Ogum, Saint

Anthony is the protector, my friend!...”  The ladainha ends as if imploring those listening

to participate in an ongoing struggle for redemption.  Further bolstered and protected by

the blessing provided by the African/Yoruban Orixá known as Ogum in Brazil, and the

Catholic saint more typically associated with him in Rio (if only as a guise), something of

the unfulfilled potential for social compassion and unobstructed freedom encoded in the

word ”love” might yet come to be realized – provided, that is, one keeps in mind that

Ogum presides not only over the peaceful activities of agriculture and healing, but also

war.  In so doing, the invocation of that Orixá reaffirms a line of reasoning voiced in that

song, and throughout this dissertation, regarding the importance of remembering past acts

of racialized oppression and violence – and the struggles against such acts – in fluid,

rhizomorphic forms, embodied styles and sketched-out “diagrams” capable of spreading

out across culturally and historically constructed lines of difference – yet without

dissolving those lines in the process.67

                                                  
67 “Thus there is no diagram that does not also include, besides the points which it connects up, certain
relatively free or unbound points, points of creativity, change, and resistance, and it is perhaps twith these
that we ought to begin in order to understand thew whole picture.  It is on the basis of the ‘struggles’ of
each age, and the style of these struggles, that we can understand the succession of diagrams or the way in
which they become linked up again above and beyond the discontinuities” (Deleuze 1988: 44).
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The ladainha having ended, the game can now begin, but only after singing the

chula or louvação that follows it – a series of calls, with no necessary order, or number of

calls, or predefined set of entities (persons, values, and/or practices) to be called on, but

which nonetheless composes an open-ended constellation through its singular succession

of lines.  Each line is to be repeated, in turn, by the resonating voices of other players and

all those in the audience – not repeated word for word or sound for sound, however, but

in a subtly more drawn-out way, with the single word, “friend” added each time, thereby

effecting a certain familiarity between the otherwise disconnected referents of each line.

It is hoped that such reverberations continue not only in the call-and-response singing

that subsequently accompanies the game, or in the interplay of dancing and fighting that

animates the game, but also in the lives of those listening – fleshed out in the (social,

artistic and/or political) movements in which they participate, no less than in the

unrepeatable gestures marking the singularity of those lives…
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Iê, viva meu Deus Long live my God
Iêeee, viva meu Deus, camarada… Long live my God, my friend…
Iê, viva meu mestre Long live my mestre
Iêeee, viva meu mestre, camarada… Long live my mestre, my friend…
Iê, que me ensinou That taught me
(…) (…)
Iê, a malandragem The roguery
(…) (…)
Iê, a mandinga The sorcery
(…) (…)
Iê, a falsidade The falsity
(…) (…)
Iê, da capoeira Of capoeira
(…) (…)
Iê, de Angola Of Angola
(…) (…)
Iê, que o mundo deu What the world gave
(…) (…)
Iê, que o mundo dá What the world gives
(…) (…)
Iê, agua de beber Water to drink
(…) (…)
Iê, viva o mundo afora The world outside
(…) (…)
Iê, vamos embora Let’s be going
Iê, vamos embora, camarada… Let’s be going, my friend…
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