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A Diasporic Practice Goes
Back to Africa SR

" Katva WESOLOWSKE
Covumeia ¥

Identifying Capdeira .
Though the above scene occurred 1n a “nigit

" ] weave my wa); throtigh fhe youth, taking photo: club” in a poor neighbothood Luanda, it Tes-
; onated strongly with what 1had been experienc-

graphs. Most of them are male and in their early ¢ :
teens, bare-chested and barefooted. Their home- | ingin samba schoals and community centers in

made versions of abeudd, the stretchy white pants
wotn by capoelristas, are held up by bits of rope.
Paces fierce with concentration, they follow
.instructions, moving their badies through a series
of kicks, cartwheels and crouching positions in
time to the pounding drum and twanging beriii-
D, a Brazilian musicat bow. [ hear 2 giggle from
the back of the room and shift my gaze. Children
and adults from the surrounding shacks in this
poor neighborhiood of Luanda, Angola, have
slipped in and lined up long the back wall of the
cement building to watch the guests from Beazil
give a workshop in the ‘Afrd Brazllian martial art,
capoeira. Sorme of the children, only two- three-,
fous-years old and dressed in an odd assortment of
charity clothes, egg each other on with prods and
glggles to mimic the movement and clap their
hands in time to the music.

to Ahgala—by fat the most extreme detour in my

- dissertation fictdwork—allowed me 0 witness
the “return” of a diasporic practice to Africa.
From 2002-04 1 lived in Rio de Janeiro, one of the
urban areas in which capoeita, a dynamic mix of
fight, dance and acrobatics accompanied by per-
cussive mustc and singing, developed and con-
tinues to fourish. . .

A pauity of pre-19th century historical evidence
has generated mystery—and flexce. identity poli-
fics- —over the exact origins of capoeira. The move-
sment and music contain strong Angolan traits, and
most capoelristas believe it developed fiom an
amalgamation of dance and fight traditions

from Angola to Brazil. Once a popular activity
among street gangs of disenfranchiséd young men
“in Rio de Janeiro, capoeira was outlawed in the city
at the end of the 19th century. Yet by the
early 20th century, under the populist dicta-
torship of Getilio Vargas that promoted a
nationalist ideal of “racial democracy” in
1| Brazil, capoeiia was celebrated as a compo-
nent of Brazilian national culture. At ‘the
| beginning of the 2ist cenhury; along with
| | nusic and samba, capoeira is one of Brazil's
chief cultural exports and is quickly gaining
recognition as an international sport.

neighborhood in Rio de Janeiro to éxplore
how poor Kids lear: capoeira, become Incor-
porated into a groupand identify as capoeitis-
tas, and how this In tum might affect other
aspects of thelr lives. 1 soon found miyself
traveling all over the city—from favelas and
military. barracks to private nursery schools,
Ipdnema penthouses and the fim set of a
poputlar Brazilian soap opera—following the
inroads capociristas have made in varlous scg-
snents of Brazlian soclety through teaching
and performing. This growing market for
capoeira both within and outside of Drazil
intensifies the already existing politics among
groups gver guestions of authenticity, history,
“and praciice of capoelra. Yet, it also provides
poor youth with niew economic and saclal
opportunities, including, for some, the oppor-
funity to travel abroad.

Learning capoeira in Luanda, Angola. Fhoto courtesy of Katya -

Wesolowski

favelas {shantytowns) in Rio de Janeiro. Traveling .

brought by enslaved Bantu—speaking peoples

My Initial research plan was to settlein.one .
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Tourinhe (Little Ball), a E-yeai'—old capoeirista in
_ Rio. Photo courtesy of Katya Wesoclowski .

Connecting to History

In 2002, a year after  had been in the fleld, Mestre
Camisa, the leader of Abad-Capoeira, the group
with whom I'was working most closely, invited me
to accompany him- and several instructors to
Angola. Mestre Camisa spoke of the voyage as a
spiritual journey home io the ancestral land of
capoeira, which first “returmed” to the African cofn-
tinent it 1965, .As part of a Brazilian delegation

~ dempnstrating African infliuences on Brazilian aul-

ture, famed Bahian teacher, Vicente Ferreira
Pastinlia then presented it to the First World
vestival of Black Arts in Dakar It is only more
recently, however, that capoeira has been Intro-
duced to Angola, a country in war from the 19605

* to 2002. In' 1996, Mestre Camisa tock a group of

Brazilian capoeiristas to perform in Luanda and
Renguela, one of whom stayed on to teach: Wwith
the instructor’s depaturé fiom Luanda after a yeat,
the students, in thelr teens and early twenties, con-
tinued tratning on thelr own. Unlike Furope, the
US, or Isael, where the popularity of capoeira pro-

vides lucrative Incentives for Brazitian capoeiristas ’

to immigrate, Angola offers living conditions more
difficult than those In Brazil. So that while a con-
stant stream of Brazllian capoelristas trave] to and
from Furope, Tstacl, and the US, far less kraffic hap-
pens between Angola and Brazil. Mestre Camisa’s
visit in 2002 was the first in fotrr years for the young
members of Abada-Capocira in Luanda, who for -
the most part are self-taught and trained.

1 was hinpressed with the fierce intensity and
dedication of the young Angolans efigaged in

See Diasporic Practice on page 28 -
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. talk about capoeira as introdujcing them. to.

" of war. One of the leaders, a 26-year old woman. 3

. connects these Angolan youth to a globalnetwork i
In August of 2005; I returiiéd to Rio de Jarieiro fo

" . ing, fratérnizing, and coiiipetition. Ammong th

" of siaying in Brazil or travéling to'Europe, whier

\

 Suffering and the Body In Contemporary Latin America.”
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for recuperating the history and traditions of
there, And then the shythm of capoeira—that is .

‘Besides gniting an interest in thelr own history

“Katya Wesoloviski (kw8 @columbia.edss) is a doctoral

research at this year’s AAA mieeting ds part of the nvited -

* Diasporic Practice
" Continued from page 27

capoetra, They worked hard to imitate the move-
ment and music while simultaneotsly introduc
ing their own. individual styles into the game,
compeosing . original songs and creating .new j
moves. They peppered the Brazilian instructors-
and e with questions about the history.and |
development of capoeita, and ‘organized: inter-
yiews and-pesentations at universities and radio’ -}
stations. A street performarice drew hundreds of.
spectators,” many.- of whorti, had - never ‘seen’ §
capoelra, yet cagetly jotned: the circle, clappiig” |
hands, ‘singing and- attemipting to play. ~The. |
Argolan capoeitistas described capoelra'as fecon-’
necting them to thelt roots. - AR
- Practitioners in France, Japan or Sweden may .}

Brazilian cultiife, of to-culture fromi the African -
dldspora;, the Angolans talk about it as a vehicle '}

their own land, devastated by a niear half century:

in a group of mainly young men, explained-to
me: “Qur country experienced a huge identity
crisis because of the war, Youth were lost, They -
did not have anything to ldentify with, so they
were turning to North American rap and reggae
and rock, looking’ for . accuituration  here afd .

already in their blood—calls them, and they se¢. .
the movement of capoeifa, and they hear, ‘Thisis
yours; this-was borri here like you. This is your.
history." And so they becomie more Hiterested and - 3
beghr to firid themselves in capoeira and feel that
‘they have a place in the world."" - CoL e
Dévéloping a Global Network. . .

and' culture, perhiaps by recuperatingcollective
memory thiough moveément and muslc, capoelrd

that provides new social and economi¢ avenies

Abadf-Capoeira’s World Games, 2.week of tial
capoelristas present. froi . countries in th
Americas, Furope, Asi, anc the Middle Bast; was
a group of students 1 had met in Luanda an
Bengucla, whio had -obtained sponsorship 10
attend the confererice. While somie spoke eagerl :

others have sécured jobs teaching capaeira, others
plarined to return to Ahgola to continue develop-
irig what they hope will become thieir own brand =
of capoelra. l . | - . —_—

candidate at Teachers Collcge, Columbia University. She
presented-d paper based oi her Werittey-Gren-flunded -

sesston; “Enduring Inequalities: Violerice, Mefnory; Soclal”




