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The Redistribution of the Sensible in Dammam Performance among A fro-
descendants in Bushehr
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This article 1s derived from the first author’s master thesis, entitled “Distribution of

the visible in cultural performances of Bushehr city, based on Jacques Ranciere’s
theories” under the supervision of the second author at University of Tehran



Abstract

Dammam-playing is a form of cultural performance practiced in the port city of

Bushehr in southern Iran. The dammam is a percussion instrument whose

introductiontoIran haslongbeen associatedwith Africanswhowere txansportedto

N\
the Persian Gulf as enslaved people. Historical sources indicatethat, in its earliest

stages, dammam-playing was performed primarily by theseBlack communities, while

N\

N\
othersassumedthe role of spectatorsor partieipantsaccompanying the performance.

N\
Over time, however, the practice gradually spread beyonditsoriginal performersand
became integratedinto the broader ciltural (ife of Bushefr. Today, it constitutes one
of the city'smost recognizableculturalperformances andis performedmainly during

Shi‘imourning cerernonies whilealsoappearinginfuneralsfor respectedcommunity

members.

N\
N\

Although dammam-playing occupies a significant place in the cultural identity of

Bushehr, previous studies have (argely focused on its musical characteristics, ritual

functions, historical origins, or ethnographic description. The political and social



capacities of this performance, particularly in relation to its earliest Afro-
descendant performers, have received comparatively (ittlescholar(y attention. This
study therefore approaches dammam-playing not merely as a ritual or musical
tradition but as a cultural performance capable of reshaping refations of visibility

andparticipation.

N
Situated within the field of performance studies, theyresearchemploys a descriptive-

analytical method based on historical and documentary sources. Its theoretical

N\
, N\
framework drawsupon Jacques Rancieres concepts of the distribution of the sensible,

N\

the police order, political subjectivation, and hisdistinctive approachto history. For
Ranciere, the distribution of the sens\iﬁl‘e referstotheorganization of perceptionthat
determineswhat may be seen\ﬁeavof, andsaid,aswellaswhoisvrecognizedascapableof

participatinginasharedwor(d, Thepolice order isnot simplya stateinstitution but

thesocial arrangement that assignsbodiestheir proper places, functions, andforms of

N\
N\

visibility. Politics occurs when this perceptual order is interrupted and those who
have mo recognized share in it appear as speaking and acting subjects. His

understanding of history [ikewise rejects [inear narratives in favor of examining



singular moments in which marginalized individuals disrupt established social

arrangements.

Using this framework, the article reconstructs the historical development of
dammam-playing and examines its relationship with Afro-descendants, Black

ensltavedpeople andthemaritime culture of southernIran.Itanalyzesthechanging

N\

functions of dammam-playing in maritime (abor, eisure, public performance, and

religious rituals. Rather than treating these contextsmerely assuccessive historical

N\

N
stages, the study considers them as distinct, sites in which the social meaning of

N\

performancewascontinuously reconfigured.

N
Theanalysisdemonstratesthat thepeliticalsignificanceof dammam-playinglies(ess

in direct resistance thanmwdn its capacity to redistribute the sensible. During

maritime (abor, rhythmic performance organized collective work while

simuCtaneous(y creating possibilitiesfor collective expression.Inmomentsof (eisure,
N\

Afro-descendant performers temporarily suspended the exclusive (ogic of (abor and

transformed time into a space for music, gathering, and cultural expression. Public

performances further enabled bodies ordinarily confined to invisibility to appear



before spectators as performers rather than merelyaslaborersor property. Oneoral
narrative describing an enslaved performer kRnown (ocally as Shanbolu, who
attracted crowds while playing the dammam in a public space, illustrates this
transformation. This oral narrative gains analytical significance when read
alongside broader historical evidence concerning Afrosdescemndant musical

N\
practicesin Bushehr.

The incorporation of dammam-playing intogShi‘'i mourning rituals represents

N\
N
another important stagein thishistorical trajectory. By becoming embeddedwithin

N
religious practice, the performancesecured its continuity across generations while
preservingtraces oj’.Afro—descendan: c\nftwrafpvesencewit hin thecollectivememory
of Bushehr. Rather than evas{ng its eaxlier history, this transformation enabled the

performance to surviyeunder new cultural conditions and continue functioningas

a visitple reminder of communities whose historical contributions have often been

N\
N\

marginalizedorforgotten.

Thefindingsindicate that dammam-playingrepeatedlyenabledprocessesof political

subjectivation in different historical contexts. Through performance, Afro-



descendant performers temporarily exceeded the positions assigned to them by the
police order and appeared as visible cultural subjects. Their bodies became sites of
artistic expression, emotional communication, and collective presence instead of
remaining defined solely by (abor or social subordination. Whileithese moments did
not permanently transform the existing social order, they neverthefess'constituted
temporary redistributions of the sensible in Raneiéres semwse by altering who could

appear,beperceived, andparticipatewithin the sharedsocial world.
N\

N
Ultimately, this study argues that the historical importance of dammam-playing

N\
extends beyond its musical andpritual dimensions. Read through Ranciére's
philosophy, it demonstrates how Qﬂfiﬂm’af performance can produce temporary
reconfigurations of Visiﬁifit\y, create possibilities for political subjectivation, and

preserve marginalized histories within cultural memory. Dammam-playing

therefore provides a valuable case for understanding the refationship between

N\
N\

performance, history,andthepoliticsof visibilityinmodernIran.

Key Words: Jacques Ranciere; Distribution of the Sensible; Dammam; Bushehr; Slavery
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