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In Fall 2021, Visiting Assistant Professor Robert Caldwell together with students, staff, faculty, and 
community members came together to practice and play Kapucha Toli. Kapucha Toli is one name for 
Choctaw Stickball, or more specifically the Chahta name for the Southeastern two-stick variant of 
Native stickball. The practice began in September and culminated with an afternoon game on the 
library lawn October 20, as part of the Fall 2021 Engage! Conference.  
 

Southeastern style stickball (double stick variant) is one of three related types of indigenous stickball 
played in Native North America. This variant, played by Choctaw, Cherokee, Chickasaw, Creek, 
Seminole, Yuchi uses a stick in each hand. A soft 3” deerskin ball is retrieved and cupped between 
them.  This game has a common ancestor with the singles stick games of Baggataway (once played 
by Ojibwe, Menominee, Potawatomi, Sauk, Fox, Miami, Winnebago, Santee Dakota and others), 
wooden stick Northeastern Lacrosse (played amongst Six Nations and tribes in Northeast) , and the 
subsequent popular game of Lacrosse.  
 
 

 
 

Kapucha Toli is relatively straightforward. One only needs Kapucha (sticks), Towa (ball) and Fabvssa 
(goal post). The game is very fast moving with few rules: do not pick up the ball with your hands; do 
not hit other players’ bodies with the sticks, and you can only tackle the person in possession of the 
ball. There are no out of bounds, no time outs, fouls, and no first downs. There is no penalty box.  



The action is more-or-less continuous, and the teams are as big or small as need be to accommodate 
everyone that wants to play.  
 

The game--across tribes and cultures-- is known as both an alternative dispute resolution and as 
training for war. In addition to peacekeeping, the game was once closely associated with both public 
and private rituals such as a community-wide ball dance and players’ help from the holy ones’ 
medicine. Players often wore ceremonial regalia and shouted sacred phrases to intimidate 
opponents. Even today, stickball is still associated with ceremony and holds spiritual significance to 
those who play it.  
 

Why would non-Native students play this game? “It’s aggressive. It lets us get our emotions out!” At 
the same time, the game is friendly and welcoming. Although the game can be very physical, it allows 
for participation of people of varying abilities and skill levels.  
 

The game promotes connection to each other, the land, and oneself. Traditionally played barefoot, 
the game demands connection to the earth. It also offers a single venue where students, faculty, staff, 
and community members can come together. Connecting academic relationships to play is important 
to those of us who participate.  
 

Stickball is also a way to connect to a forgotten history of sport, and to participate in a growing 
experience…. Connecting an ancient Native sport to a new context. “It is liberating to play a game on 
your college campus in a way that breaks down hierarchy, moving your body…as I white person I’m 
critical of cultural appropriation. This game allows for cultural appreciation through indigenous 
practice” As an alternate living practice, it runs counter to dominant history of pain, oppression, and 
subjugation. It is so playful, connecting to others, self and land. It is joyful in that sense.  
 

 



 

One student with experience playing formal team sports says “Of all the sports I’ve played, Stickball 
made sense. It was physical activity, exercise, but it also was fun, constructive, and a ‘me’ sport” The 
game promotes connection with body and connection with the land in a way that academic settings 
does not. The player becomes present in their body: running and standing, not sitting and slouching. 
Moving our bodies like others have moved their bodies on these lands for millennia. It offers a chance 
to learn through movement, hand-eye coordination, presence, focus, and most of all, play. One 
student commented “In this game, moving our bodies was our learning… it fulfills something missing 
from classroom learning.”  
 

One neurodivergent perspective: “It hurts my hand to write small letters, but when I draw, I can draw 
just fine. In sports I usually suffer from sensory issues, but when I was introduced to Kapucha Toli 
and given the role as a goalie, I had one job to focus on. It clicked. I was able to open my perspective 
as to what to do in the game…. We ended up winning the game by one point. I felt like I could 
participate. We can drop the sticks and tackle someone!” Our brain is a muscle. Why wouldn’t we 
learn from our other muscles? Muscle memory. We can learn by physical action, turning our actions 
into memories.  
 

A student cited Michel Foucault who wrote in the Ethics of the Concern for Self as a Practice of 
Freedom, that taking care of oneself is the foundation of collective freedom. “to run and play in 
connection with others is a way to subvert the ways of being [stagnant and complacent] in college 
spaces. It is also a way to care for our bodies and to relieve chronic stress that congeals in our 
tissues. Stickball among other group physical activities allows me to be more present in my body, in 
my interactions with others; It sharpens and softens me into a tool for liberation. Stickball also 
deepens my connection to this stretch of Earth. I engage concurrently with the successions of Native 
communities, settlers, violence and grief, joys and loving communion, which are very much alive in 
the land. I can process through my body what my mind cannot.” 
 

Stickball allows for breaking down hierarchies, team building and collaborative exercise where 
students play alongside professors, staff and community members. It is a practice of using our bodies 
to have fun. Stickball is new to Hampshire and the Five Colleges. Its future remains unknown.  
 

As “the little brother of war,” stickball also has a broader web of implications. As Smedley 
Butler pointed out a century ago, war is a racket. But even prior to capitalism, war was always 
wasteful. It simultaneously misdirects the productive capacity of one party, while destroying the 
infrastructure of the other.  The U.S. Military is the single largest emitter of greenhouse gases in the 
United States and creates more CO2 emissions than many industrialized countries. The global ruling 
classes won’t be persuaded to adopt stickball to resolve their disputes, but the game has a lot to 
teach the rest of us. Stickball offers an alternative model in our overall struggle to build a different 
world where we strive for reciprocity, collectivity, justice, and right relations with each other and all of 
the earth’s beings.  
 

To find out more about this game at Hampshire, visit 

tinyurl.com/hampshirestickball 
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