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‘I want to tell them how I feel and  
how black people feel’: gumboot  
dance in South Africa

Isadora Duncan’s rebelling body, dancing the chorus, was released into 
Martha Graham’s contracting chorus. But Duncan and Graham were not 
the first to mobilise choruses and their transgressive potential. I invite the 
reader– spectator to watch gumboot dance in South Africa, which, as we will 
see, utilised many elements performed by Graham and Duncan in a radi-
cally different context. The body is able to intervene universally; and it does 
so beyond theatrical performances. I release the intervention illuminated in 
the choreography of Martha Graham into conditions in which speech was 
rendered impossible by economic, legal and political frameworks.

Gumboot dance developed as a method of communication within 
systems of racial segregation in which speech was prohibited. Verbal 
communication was not allowed in the gold mines, nor were black 
South Africans allowed to enter the public sphere, hence their opin-
ions and voices were silenced. I argue that the development of gumboot 
dance allowed for two parallel processes:  firstly, the African mining 
community developed a non- verbal voice; and second, that voice was 
then heard by those who established systems of racial segregation that 
perceived that mining community as unequal. In this way, dance as 
a method of communication transcended legal and political systems 
that deemed some members of the body politic inferior and prohibited 
those members from speaking. At the same time, this chapter looks at 
how gumboot dance was received in conditions of severe racial ine-
quality. The reception of this form of dance is a method of disciplin-
ing and policing the black voice, reinstating the systems of inequality it 
had transgressed. Thus the chapter carefully examines the relationship 
between intervention and inscription. It shows that moments of sic- 
sensuous have not always been mobilised as a force for the good. Let us 
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contract into the dark setting of the South African gold mines and allow 
the performance of gumboot dance to commence.

‘But they have not heard us say it’: the origin, history and  
aesthetics of gumboot dance1

South Africa’s political history is marred by a narrative of racial 
segregation, which led to the development of the apartheid regime 
(1948– 94). Racial segregation was organised around legal and politi-
cal structures that disabled communication between the white and 
the black population. Gumboot dance originated in the gold mines 
of South Africa, where working conditions were hard and talking was 
forbidden (Dixon 1998). On 17 February 1920, the 2,000 workers in the 
Cason compound at the massive ERPM complex went out on strike. 
Within days, workers struck on every major mine and thirty- one com-
pounds across the reef. By 28 February, when the strike finally ended, 
some 71,000 workers had taken part in the stoppage, with over 30,000 
being out on six consecutive days, and a further 25,561 on the seventh 
(Breckenridge 1998). On 7 December David Nkosi, a Mozambican 
migrant in the Simmer and Jack compound, sent a letter to his compa-
triots in the coal mines in Witbank:

To all the Witbank people, we inform you about the matter we have started 
… It is very good that all the Mines must do the same. Wake up the people, 
we must speak for ourselves without talking we will never get anything from 
the white people … You know that the matter is good when there are a lot of 
people talking about it you must go round and spread the news. We have also 
sent the message to Randfontein we have started here and called the white 
man, you must do the same. (Breckenridge 1998: 79)

Further, Matthew Butelezi, one of the workers from the Comet com-
pound, wrote to Abantu Batho about the strike. ‘When we went out 
from underground we met the boys from the New Comet outside the 
Compound … The white man in charge of the E. R. P. Mines came and 
he said “What is it? What do you want to do here?” The boys said “We 
want to speak for ourselves” ’ (Breckenridge 1998: 81). Economic exploi-
tation was inextricably linked to the lack of a public sphere and the 
silencing of voices of black miners. The mines were prone to flooding 
and hence the miners wore wellington boots, known as gumboots. Those 
boots, designed to sustain the miners in highly dangerous and volatile 
working conditions and enable them continue working within this harsh 
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environment, were the beginning of the development of a non- verbal 
communication system in the mines.

Dixon writes:

in the dank, dark shafts, workers learned to send messages to each other by 
slapping on their boots … faced by this repressive regime, workers adapted 
traditional dances and rhythms to the only instruments available: their boots 
and bodies. The songs that were sung to go with the frenetic movements dealt 
with working- class life –  drinking, love, family, low wages and mean bosses. 
(Dixon 1998)

I utilise the conceptual framework offered here to analyse gumboot 
dance as a political language. Gumboot dance arose from conditions in 
which some human beings were treated as unequal and were not allowed 
to speak and be heard. Moreover, these conditions placed their lives 
in constant danger for the benefit of another group of the population. 
Gumboot dance is a method of communication that in its very perfor-
mance punctures the structures that render its performers as non- legible 
and non- legitimate speakers. Thus it is transgressive, creating tears in the 
legal– political structures that consolidate inequality, and doing so in and 
with the body. It is an enunciation of the strong reading of political dance 
in conditions in which the weak reading of political dance is impossible. 
However, as this chapter shows, gumboot dance carries far more complex 
histories, making it an important intervention into the reading of political 
dance. Gumboot dancers unravel a significant moment of sic- sensuous. 
Insights into the interplay of the various sources of influence upon the 
choreographic texture of gumboot dance are revealed by listening to this 
rare quotation from an early gumboot dancer, Johnny Hedebe: ‘In 1896, 
subsequent to watching white men tap dancing and clapping their hands, 
the amaBaca decided to make a dance of their own.2 They called it the 
gumboot dance. The dance was a rhythmically performed act of dancing, 
clapping hands and slapping the calves –  the calf muscles being protected 
by the rubber gumboots’ (Muller 2008: 138).

There are contradictory accounts about the exact historical origin 
of gumboot dance. In one theory the dance originated around the gold 
mines and later spread to Durban (Muller and Fargion 1999). Carol 
Muller and fellow ethnomusicology student Janet Topp Fargion learned 
gumboot dancing from gumboot musician and dancer Blanket Mkhize 
and performed with him until 1985 and again in the early 1990s. This 
chapter utilises much of their research and insights, which combines first- 
hand experience with ethnomusicological knowledge. Muller claims, ‘the 
environment most crucial to the formation of Gumboot was the peculiar 
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social space of the gold mine in and around the city of Johannesburg’ 
(Fargion 1998). Miners were organised into groups of workers, each with 
a black ‘boss- boy’ who was answerable to the white miner. This triadic 
relationship produced tensions and conflicts in loyalty for the boss- boy 
(Muller and Fargion 1999). Isicathulo or gumboot dance was developed 
around missions stations in KwaZulu Natal with the introduction of 
footgear to African people by missionaries in the late nineteenth cen-
tury, later changed into gumboot when they were purchased for work 
purposes (Muller and Fargion 1999). Thus gumboot dance was deeply 
entrenched in the living conditions of the miners from its rural inception 
and beyond. Fargion argues that many sequences also make reference to 
urban life experience:

The sequence called Isihamba na Dali (Go with your darling/ girlfriend) is a 
reference to the fact that, as it was explained by the dancers, it was easier to 
walk along the street with a woman because two men walking together were 
instantly suspicious. As far as the authorities were concerned they could be up 
to no good. (Muller and Fargion 1999: 109)

This suspicion by the authorities together with letter quoted at the begin-
ning of the chapter around the miners’ strike of 1920 illuminate the fear 
that the white bosses felt of organisation among the black miners, as well 
as their attempt to take total control over their workers’ lives. Dancers 
releasing into bodies of their fellow miners signalled immediate danger 
to those who deemed them unequal.

Many dance sequences make direct reference to mining locations 
such as Germiston, Benoni, Johannesburg, Amaphoyisa, Abelungu and 
to urban experience. For example, Good Morning Baas, a reference to 
white people, sets the dancers on their knees in a praying position; the 
spatial relationship in the dance replicates relationships of authority in 
the non- danced world. Some sequences are a direct reference to mining 
experience, such as Danger! Muller and Fargion point out that the two 
names of a single dance routine, Amaphysa! Amablekjek!, alerted men 
to the presence of two kinds of police in the mines (Muller and Fargion 
1999). Gumboot dance was both entrenched in the relationship between 
the white bosses and the black miners and subverted it. From early on, 
gumboot dance was patronised by the white bosses as a means of boost-
ing morale among the workers and thereby illuminating their control 
over the miners’ lives. The white bosses encouraged the formation of 
teams which would rehearse and compete in performance with teams 
from other compounds. The use of this dance as a tourist attraction has 
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also led to the understanding, in some areas, of the dance as manipulated 
by white people (Muller and Fargion 1999).

From its inception and throughout its performance history the dance 
exhibited the disciplining of the African population by the white popula-
tion in South Africa. Gumboot dance, then, not only imitated and per-
formed the politics of inequality that circumscribed the miners’ lives, 
but it also helped to sustain the miners as inferior. At the same time, the 
dance subverted the systems of inequality that set the scene for its incep-
tion by denying them a voice. In this way gumboot dance represented 
that which was not to be discussed, and created a shared symbolic system 
between those who were not allowed to speak.

Fargion and Muller note that gumboot dance enabled people to estab-
lish personal networks, as it brought people together from the same rural 
areas (Muller; and Fargion 1999). It was, first and foremost, a method of 
communication and a sharing of embodied knowledge in extraordinar-
ily difficult living conditions. The physical boundary that was there to 
protect the body in precarious working conditions –  the gumboots –  also 
allowed the miners to create a shield against the politics that rendered 
them unequal bodies by generating an embodied language. I  contract 
further into the bodies of the dancers as the reader– spectator is invited 
to watch two performances of gumboot dance. The reader– spectator here 
is placed in a different location to the white bosses, who were not part 
of the symbolic system developed by the miners and yet their control 
of their lives was manifested in the system of inscription as well as its 
reception. The dance presents a critical intersection between oppression 
and the means to transcend it; both inequality and equality. Gumboot 
dance illuminates what I read as the strong reading of political dance or 
the independent political power of dance. Let us contract further, from 
the dark cold mines into the moving and moved bodies of the gumboot 
dancers.

‘We need to speak for ourselves’: choreographic analysis of 
gumboot dance

Gumboot dancers in Cape Town (2007)  
(www.youtube.com/ watch?v=iSgFAG0mtac)

This first example is a bootleg video shot probably by a tourist of an 
apparent busking or a spontaneous street performance. The only infor-
mation supplied is ‘these gumboot dancers were brilliant’. The end of the 
video shows an all- white audience sitting in a coffee shop.
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The dance starts  –  and finishes  –  with a line of dancers moving 
together. One moving body releases into another. The dancers are mostly 
bent over, leaning towards their boots. They either stomp, clap or hit their 
boots. The concept of body music becomes clear through their perfor-
mance. The dancers’ posture directly embodies mining actions. Thus the 
primary  –  and perhaps focal  –  characteristic to be noted is the use of 
space in a dual way: first, the dancers are in a long line (they are all equal 
to each other in this line); and second, they are mostly bent, subsumed. 
The spatial demarcation that placed them in the mines is repeated within 
the choreographic language itself. The dancers’ body language shows 
their acceptance of someone else organising their space. It should be 
noted here that the dancers perform in front of moving traffic, making 
themselves vulnerable in a dangerous environment. Spatial control –  the 
dance being performed in dangerous locations  –  is unwittingly trans-
ferred from the dance’s point of origin, the mine, to its current perfor-
mance location.

I contract further to problematise the spatial organisation of the danc-
ers. First, throughout the clip (at 1:32, after a solo which will be discussed 
next; 1:47; 2:01; 2:08; 2:15) the entire line of dancers moves together. They 
either shift forward, or stand up, or both. The line of dancers appropri-
ates space; moreover, this space, as the reader– spectator knows, has not 
been assigned to them. One quintessential element of mining lives was 
the restricted space that miners occupied, and the harsh living conditions 
that arose out of this spatial configuration. In this clip we see gumboot 
dancers transgressing this spatial configuration. The dancers appropri-
ate –  or occupy –  a space that is not theirs to inhabit. In these moments 
subversion of authority occurs. The dancers do not accept their sub-
sumed spatial location, and moreover resent that spatial location as a 
whole rather than as dissenting individuals.

At the same time, this spatial organisation is also broken by a sub-
tle interplay between solos, or ‘singles’, and unison (discussed in the 
last section); this is the second characteristic of the choreography to be 
acknowledged here (moments at 0:30; 0:37; 0:55; 1:21; 1:28; 2:08). The liv-
ing conditions of the miners-turned-dancers led to a strong emphasis 
on unison dancing. At the same time, this unison often breaks in rapid 
changes:  ‘The dancers are expected to respond quickly, without hesita-
tion, regardless of what the leader commands. Precision of movement –  
starting and ending on the same beat –  is crucial to effecting a powerful 
performance’ (Muller and Fargion 1999: 90). Gumboot dance is charac-
terised by shifts from one sequence of movement to another, encouraged 
by calls from the leader, hence in its performance it shows the discipline 
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within the group. Further, the dance performance is shaped by a series 
of commands, paralleling the development of fankalo, meaning ‘like 
this’, a language the whites invented when speaking to the black workers. 
Fankalo was developed by the southern African mining companies, and 
composed of corrupted elements of the Nguni languages, English and 
Afrikaans. It is a language black miners never spoke among themselves.

Highly competitive solo performances, called ‘singles’, demonstrating 
improvisatory skills, interrupt unison sequences in gumboot dance (Muller 
and Fargion 1999). The soloists are thrown money by the spectator. The bet-
ter the solo, the more money is thrown at the performer. The unison dance 
of the chorus- like line is broken into a singular body contracting into itself. 
The reader– spectator may be reminded of Arendt’s statement emphasising 
the tension between individuality and equality: because human beings are 
equal, they are able to communicate with each other. Because they are dif-
ferent, they have ideas to share. Because gumboot dancers are equal, they 
are able to break out of the line and communicate this break to their fellow 
dancers who stop the unison movement. Because they are different, they 
have those different solos to perform.

Muzaffer Ozgubulut discusses gumboot dance as a kind of body 
music, which is a sequence of music that begins with making sounds on 
the body (Ozgubulut 2012). He also comments on the process of learn-
ing body music that is directed by a ‘leader’ and specifically the process 
of echoing movement and sound. By consolidating the relationship 
between the leader and dancer, and through the use of mirroring and 
echoing as a choreographic device, the dance retains an open- ended cho-
reographic structure that constantly invites other dancers to join. This 
tension between unison and a leader, and the process of echoing, enables 
moments of shared embodied space which are structured as part of the 
dance. The contraction into a single moving body is always echoed into 
releasing into other sensuous bodies. The use of body music allows the 
dance to sustain this tension without requiring words.

This characteristic is also a bridge between the audience and the per-
formers. The recipients of the dance are essentially participatory; they 
allow for a dialogue between the dancers and spectators. When they clap 
the dancers along, they enter into the movement of the dancers (which 
significantly draws on clapping). This dialogue invites more people to 
participate in the dance through creating a shared embodied space in 
which participants communicate on equal grounds. The movement 
releases towards an expanding line of gumboot dancers.

Those solos are improvisatory and break the rhythm and structure of 
the unison movement, which in turn responds to them. This is a vivid 
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example of the tension between contraction into a single body and release 
into the dancing line, moving as one. Within the dance –  which is read 
here as a disruption in itself –  these are moments of interruption in which 
the singular dancer intrudes on the movement of the line. The unison 
subverts the systems that do not allow it to be heard; the solo subverts 
the unison. In this context it is also important to highlight the fact that 
two of the moments in which the line moves and stands up (at 0:37; 1:28) 
follow those solos. It is clear that the collective reorganisation of space 
is a response to the individual, more spontaneous, intervention. While 
the dancers shout commands to each other throughout, the movement 
precedes the language. The body moves first, then comes the command. 
Thus the solos have a dual interruptive force; firstly in terms of spatial 
organisation and secondly within the movement itself.

The tension between contraction and release occurs in other registers 
of the dance. Whereas the movement in the clip is indeed confined spa-
tially, rhythmically it is, in fact, highly flexible. The rhythm of the dance 
changes constantly; it is impossible to count here the number of different 
rhythms that the dancers create in this short sequence. Contraction into 
a specific musical phrase swiftly releases into a different one. Thus even 
without noting the re- appropriation of space, discussed above, the use 
of musicality in a shifting, fluid manner is transgressive in and of itself. 
Bearing in mind the historical context of the development of the dance, 
this is significant for two reasons: not only does it represent resentment at 
being confined spatially (as if the dancers are saying: you may conscribe 
our use of place, but you cannot conscribe our use of rhythm); also, the 
constant change of rhythm (and its use in creating changing responses 
from the dancers) means that the dancers are always attentive to indi-
vidual rhythmical changes. The embodied space shared by the dancers 
is always moulded by interruptions from the members of the line, which 
break away from it musically and spatially. There is a dual release: into 
space and within the rhythms employed as part of the dance.

The presentation of this musical characteristic in perfectly co- 
ordinated musical shifts is testimony to the dancers’ ability to listen and 
respond to individual changes of pulse. The individual body is always 
entrenched in its community of other sensuous bodies.

I invite the reader– spectator to shift to yet another register of ten-
sion between contraction and release. The use of clapping and stomping 
draws the audience into the dance. Moreover, the heavy choreographic 
reliance on these elements seems not just a necessary outcome of the 
space in which this dance originated. It is also a method of constantly 
opening up the dance to more participants, who respond through the 
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leader– follower structure within the dance. By making central an ele-
ment which in and of itself encourages participation, the dance remains 
constantly open to new participants, encouraging them to be equal in 
that moment of clapping. The result is a chorus that is always releasing 
into further space.

I read the line of gumboot dancers and those soloists who break 
away from that line against Isadora Duncan, who tried to dance the 
chorus, and Martha Graham as Jocasta sharing her danced, entangled 
psyche with the chorus of Daughters of the Night. We see that the 
chorus as a spatial organisation, a group of dancers sharing embod-
ied space, is crucial for creating a strong reading of political dance. 
This feature should not be read within the context of Western cho-
reographic tradition alone; the use of the chorus as a unison body in 
motion which expresses the individuality of its members is a narrative 
that underlies all the case studies discussed thus far. At the same time, 
in all these discussions I  focus on the interruptive horizons that the 
chorus opens up rather than the homogenising features of its move-
ment. All these choruses opened up further spheres of contestation 
and intervention, allowing more voices to join them. Isadora Duncan 
opened up further spaces for dissent in movement by dancing the cho-
rus; Martha Graham allowed the complexity of psychic life to unravel 
by dividing the action between Jocasta and the Chorus, by opening up 
spaces for interruption in the narrative of Night Journey and through 
the use of the contraction as a choreographic mechanism for shared 
embodiment. Here, we see the line of gumboot dancers constantly 
interrupted by soloists who break away from its unison movement, 
performing in their individual style and inserting their language into 
the choreography as a whole. Using the leader– group interaction that 
underpins body music opens up this sphere of contestation further. 
In all these instances the chorus allows for the unfolding of a shared 
embodied space of dissent. The reader– spectator is invited to a differ-
ent performance of gumboot dance in order to delve further into the 
choreographic uniqueness of this dance. More gumboot dancers are 
hence invited into the conceptual limelight.

Waterford Kamhlaba (2013)

(www.youtube.com/ watch?v=fYYYymWvhAI)

Although this clip looks significantly more choreographed than the 
previous one, and includes dancers from both genders (as opposed to 
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the first clip, which was all male, much like the miners who created this 
dance), it contains similar elements to the ones discussed thus far: punc-
tuation of unison with solos (‘singles’), changing spatial configuration, 
changing rhythms (showing the multiplicity of influences upon the 
dance) and of course the constant stomping, clapping and use of foot-
wear in various percussive elements. This dance also draws upon a basic 
embodied position explicitly referring to the action of mining, just like 
the first clip discussed. The discussion of this clip will focus on its unique 
musicality. There are two moments where I shall pause –  they occur at 
1:18 and 1:51 in the clip –  where a ‘single’, a solo, shifts the groups’ move-
ment and rhythm into a new sequence. These interruptions then become 
part of the groups’ language. This feature exemplifies not only the inter-
ruptive nature of gumboot dance, which allows for a shared language, a 
space for communication between those who have been structurally and 
consistently oppressed; this interruption also contains the communica-
tive element of this form of dance. In these two moments there is a clear 
question- and- answer structure. The tension between contraction and 
release is choreographed into the dance. The soloist starts a new rhythm; 
the group replies. The body not only interrupts other means of significa-
tion which oppress it; it creates its own unique method of conversation, 
organised very much around discursive structures. This is a sequence of 
embodied grammar in motion.

That question- and- answer structure is a method of including more 
dancers; it creates an open structure for the choreography, enabling more 
dancers to participate, always opening the limits of possible interlocu-
tors. The moving body invites more bodies to release into its motion. 
Within the context of body music more broadly this is a vital choro-
graphic feature, allowing for the creation of an embodied space with 
permeable boundaries, inviting more dancers and recipients to join. The 
choreographic use of question- and- answer creates a chorus that is ever- 
expanding, going beyond its initial spatial grounding.

I read gumboot dance as an instance of sic- sensuous. It is an interven-
tion and subversion in and of itself; it is a language that allows people to 
speak when they could not otherwise communicate. Gestures and move-
ments are developed from a mining vocabulary into a highly elaborate and 
intricate aesthetic system of inscription. Gumboot dance creates a world 
and the language in which that world is communicated. Through dance, 
gumboot dancers are equal to those bodies that render them unequal, as 
they are utilising a different kind of language when they are banned from 
using verbal communication. They are saying ‘no!’ to the structures of 
oppression that deem them unequal by utilising their sensuous bodies. 
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Gumboot dancers become speaking beings when they are not allowed to 
speak. Gumboot dancers represent their lives in motion and in so doing 
subvert the systems that do not allow them to do so. As argued above, the 
use of clapping and stomping, as well as the question- and- answer struc-
ture, enables gumboot dancers to invite more and more dancers into the 
dance; more and more spectators to participate; more and more people 
to participate in radical moments of transgression by creating a shared 
embodied space. The dance elaborates and expands the tension between 
contraction into a single body and an ever- growing public sphere in 
motion.

Moving bodies writing on other moving bodies, and shifting their 
motion and rhythm, demanding constant attentiveness, create a shared 
embodied space. In this space they express their equality to each other as 
well as their individuality. Moreover, they express the equality to those 
who deem them unequal. Gumboot dancers develop a language where 
they are not able to do so otherwise. I  proceed to release further into 
another instance of sic- sensuous, a clash between the strong reading 
of political dance, the subversive power of gumboot dance, and its use 
within The Hungry Earth, a play written in apartheid South Africa.

‘Wake up, Mother Africa, Wake up, before the white man  
rapes you’: gumboot dance and The Hungry Earth

Gumboot dance had an interesting collision with a verbal discussion of 
politics through its use in a play called the The Hungry Earth, written by 
Maishe Maponya in 1979. Maponya discusses the history of writing the 
play in the preface to his anthology; after conceiving the idea of the play 
in 1978, and doing a few performances with the Bahumutsi Drama Group 
at the Moravian Church Hall in Diepkloof, Maponya writes:

I was struck by a sudden sense of insecurity. The play astounded audiences 
who had not seen such heavily political work before and their response 
prompted me to send a script for legal advice. I sent it to the lawyer via Bishop 
Desmond Tutu, then Secretary General of the SACC. In his reply to Bishop 
Tutu, attorney Raymond Tucker advised as follows: ‘I am of the view that the 
play would constitute a contravention of the laws relating to racial incite-
ment and the Publications Act and, in addition, the presentation would result 
in severe harassment of both the author and the performers’ (Tucker R, 28 
February 1978). (Maponya 1995: vii)

The play’s performance was intertwined in the complex political struc-
ture of its time even before it was premiered. Later, Maponya decided 
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to perform the play and be be ‘damned’ (Maponya 1995). Ian Steadman, 
who directed the play, writes that ‘art can never be reduced to ideology or 
to sociological manifestation’ (Steadman 1995: 5). He proceeds to argue 
against the title ‘political play’, as ‘that label has connotations of a spe-
cific genre of theatre with didactic intentions … the relationship between 
politics and performance in South Africa can perhaps best be summed 
up by saying that the subject matter is usually so steeped in politics that 
politics does not require a mention’ (Steadman 1995: 5– 6). There need be 
no explicit political reference in a play for it to be political; its structures 
of performance and reception are political in and of themselves. This play 
acted in the aesthetic register that I have been calling the strong reading 
of political dance.

The Hungry Earth is written in six scenes, including a choral epilogue. 
The first scene shows four black workers in a hostel room, sharing their 
stories of humiliation by white people. The second scene shows a sugar 
plantation with dire working conditions and child labour. The third scene 
depicts a train journey and shows police brutality towards the black 
workers. The fourth scene shows the mine, and both the working and the 
living conditions of miners. The last scene displays the death of a young 
miner and the subsequent lamentation by his wife. The function of lan-
guage is crucial in the play: it uses Zulu at a time when Dutch, English 
and Afrikaans were the three official languages in South Africa (Gilbert 
2001). Language symbolises hierarchy and segregation. Dance operates 
in the same register as Zulu within the play, noting inequality but also 
subverting it in its very performance, allowing those deemed unequal 
to speak.

The Hungry Earth was performed in South Africa in 1979 and then 
toured Europe in 1981. Both productions were directed by historian Ian 
Steadman (Fuchs 2002). Loots argues that The Hungry Earth is consid-
ered a landmark play in the context of South African protest theatre: ‘It 
is an evocative powerful protest which uses theatre to demystify politi-
cal and economic relations by focusing on short, sharp scenes of black 
working class life’ (Loots 1997: 146). She shows the contradictions within 
the context of the writing and the performance of the play: whereas the 
play constructs the black male worker as a powerless victim, the actual 
performance of the play within and outside of South Africa did give voice 
to black working- class concerns. At the same time Loots notes that there 
is no voice for any differences within the black male working- class voice, 
and notably there is no space for women within the play; the only female 
black voice is given to a male actor. Fuchs reads the play as didactic, high-
lighting a song within the play with the lyrics ‘wake up, Mother Africa, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dana Mills - 9781526105172
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:30:06AM

via free access



Dance and politics78

78

Wake up, before the white man rapes you’ (Fuchs 2002). Gilbert notes 
that The Hungry Earth was criticised for its portrayal of an idyllic and har-
monious pre- colonial society, as well as for simplifying black– white rela-
tionships (Gilbert 2001). It is clear that, whether critiqued or endorsed, 
this play was important in South African theatre history as well as in the 
history of racial and economic inequalities within the country.

Gumboot dance has a crucial role in the play when it appears in scene 
4.  The dance is depicted as part of the exposition of miners’ lives. On 
the role of the gumboot dance in the play Steadman notes:  ‘the gum-
boot dance in The Hungry Earth, the labour scenes in Imbumba, and he 
mining scene in Egolim cannot adequately be conveyed through textual 
means, but as theatrical performance they communicate dynamically 
about contemporary realities’ (Steadman 1995: 2). Theatre scholar Helen 
Gilbert notes that ‘the dance in scene Four can be read as a powerful act of 
resistance … yet this interpretation is turned on its head when the miners 
are subsequently asked to perform the dance for tourists on a Sunday’ 
(Gilbert 2001: 14). Thus the reader– spectator can observe how the play 
utilises the dance as a theatrical device creating a moment of subversion 
within the text. The written play in itself was a subversion of the legal 
system, as discussed above. At the same time we see the complexity of 
the political implications of the dance, beyond a single- faceted reading 
of dance as resistance. The repetition of the dance shows the oppressive 
systems that created it in the first place. The play contracts from the use 
of verbal language into non- verbal expression in dance. But when the 
dance is released into repeated performance it exposes the structures of 
domination and oppression that underpinned the creation of gumboot 
dance within the everyday life of the miners.

Let us pause to consider the structural use of gumboot dance within 
this play; I see it as a clash between the weak reading of political dance 
and the strong reading. Ian Steadman supports this reading in his claim 
about the actual politics underlying the play and its performance: it need 
not articulate a verbal political message to be political; it is subversive in 
its articulation of the voice of the voiceless. At the same time, even within 
this reading dance occupies a unique position. It shows embodied resist-
ance to the dire working conditions in which the miners worked and, 
simultaneously, how this moment of resistance and communication was 
appropriated by the hegemonic structures of symbolic power. The politics 
of dance here treads the boundary between resistance and appropriation; 
subversion and affirmation. The dance functions to communicate the real-
ity of the leading characters in a way that cannot be narrated in words. The 
moment of dance within the play is thus dually interruptive. First, within 
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the structure of the play itself, it is a moment of non- verbal communi-
cation within the verbal discourse. Second, gumboot dance within The 
Hungry Earth functions as the performance of subversion; it shows the 
miners’ resistance to their marginalisation, to their being made others by 
not having access to language, thus not being able to interrupt through it.

Reading the play as rupture, the dance sequence within it is the 
zenith of that rupture. At the same time, the dance shows the struc-
tures of inequality within which the narrative of the play unfolds. The 
dancers perform the dance until they are exhausted after the long 
working day, as they are ordered to do so by those who deem them 
unequal. Initially the dance was used to break away from conditions 
which deprived the miners of a voice. They thereby created a world 
with its own shared space and embodied language. At the same time, 
when forced to be repeated by their superiors, the dance became a 
mechanism of disciplining; it enabled the white bosses to affirm their 
voice as superior. Dance can be, and has been, taken away from its sub-
versive potential to sustain structures of power against which it arose. 
When taken away from the space that generated the gumboot dance –  
African miners –  and utilised within a different embodied space –  that 
of performance in front of the dancers’ oppressors –  any interruptive 
power originally held by the dance is lost.

I read this performance of gumboot dance as a further instance of 
sic- sensuous. The vocabulary of gumboot dance –  taking mining actions 
and developing them into a choreographic vocabulary –  has been read 
as one register of sic- sensuous, of the reinterpretation of movement as 
subversion experienced between two sensuous bodies. Performance of 
this vocabulary in conditions the miners do not choose for themselves 
results in further intervention, the use of that subversive power against 
equality. The white body forcing the black body to repeat its subver-
sive dance interrupts its subversive power and reinforces the structures 
of inequality and domination that gave rise to it in the first place. This 
all occurs, once again, between two sensuous bodies without requiring 
verbal language. Moreover, when read in the context of the threatened 
action against the performance of the play, it leads to yet another con-
tradiction; whereas the play in itself was subversive, the performance of 
gumboot dance (in the repeated version) actually reaffirmed the struc-
tures of domination the play interrupted.

Examining dance in the context of performance as well in the context 
of reception is vital when discussing its political power; releasing from 
one instance of performance into another may dramatically change the 
normative and conceptual power of dance as a political force.
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Conclusions: a dance of their own

Gumboot dancers, in an ever- expanding line, or chorus, are crucial for 
the argument of this book. Releasing the unique vocabulary developed in 
South African gold mines by black miners into the context of apartheid 
in South Africa, while contracting into the unique setting that yielded 
this vocabulary of movement, shows the complexity of political dance. 
Gumboot dance is a political language that allows for the subversion of 
unequal structures grounded in racial and economic stratification. As a 
language, it includes both emancipatory and oppressive characteristics 
within it. As the reader– spectator has seen, those who have been deemed 
voiceless developed gumboot dance and thus they subverted the systems 
of signification that posited them as unequal. Gumboot dancers’ use of 
dance as inscription, as a language of movement, was the subversive ele-
ment of this intervention; their codification and their ability to utilise 
movement as a method of communication transgressed systems that 
deemed them unequal. They utilised that language to play the bound-
ary between unison and solo, between individual and collective voice. 
At the same time, as seen in The Hungry Earth, the voice and system of 
inscription has been utilised by those who have marginalised the min-
ers or dancers to consolidate the power systems that sustain racial and 
economic inequality.

Gumboot dance has subversive power when it is used by miners when 
they are not allowed to speak. It is used as a mechanism of oppression and 
reproduces conditions of inequality when those who create an interven-
tion become merely entertainment for those whose systems of oppres-
sion they subverted. Thus we see here the distinct interplay between 
inscription read as an embodied language, a voice that becomes regis-
tered on moving bodies contracting into themselves and releasing into 
other bodies; and a different reading of inscription: as forced repetition 
which silences the embodied voice of the dancer. Revisiting the concep-
tual framework discussed in the first chapter, we see that the moment of 
interruption inscribes upon the bodies of the audience and dancers alike. 
However, that method of inscription, when imposed from above, recon-
solidates the disciplining system within which the intervention occurred.

I conclude by releasing into a further register: the intersection between 
overt and covert politics of dance within the play; the clash between the 
weak and strong reading of political dance. In the choreographic language 
of the dance there is both subversion and affirmation; both individual-
ity and suppression of a unique voice. The choreographic structures are 
open- ended, always inviting more people to participate as spectators or 
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dancers. It is the use of dance as a language here that subverts the systems 
that deem some members of society as voiceless. At the same time, gum-
boot dance uses choreographic features which represent the oppressive 
conditions in which it was created. In its interplay between solos and uni-
son the dance allows singular voices to intervene and fissure the seem-
ingly cohesive choreography. Thus when we examine the language of 
gumboot dance we see that it is both subversive and disciplining. When 
we examine the reception of gumboot dance we see that it expands the 
community of sense to which it speaks. However, in some contexts, as in 
The Hungry Earth, the repetition of the dance and the privileging of the 
spectator over the dancer reproduces the systems of inequality which the 
dance subverted. Hence we see the clash between the weak and strong 
readings of political dance and proceed to read gumboot dance as oper-
ating on two registers. Gumboot dance is not all disciplining and is not 
all subversive on either reading. From the discussion of gumboot dance 
and its use within The Hungry Earth we learn about the complexity of 
dance as a political language. Dance was used here as a resource for those 
people who were not allowed to speak. When white spectators enforce 
repetition upon African miners they reinforce the structures of inequal-
ity from which those dancers dissented. Any reading of dance as a politi-
cal language must be attentive to the interplay between subversion and 
appropriation as well as the conditions of reception in which the dance 
is performed.

I invite Johnny Hedebe, the gumboot dancer quoted at the begin-
ning of this chapter, to close the argument which shows how gumboot 
dancers spoke for themselves. It is very clear that the miners developed 
a dance of their own. The gumboot dancers who have written their 
unique method of expression upon the space of my argument relent-
lessly ask the reader– spectator to be more attentive to the injustices 
and inequalities that structure our political world. South Africa went 
on to create one of the most progressive and egalitarian constitutions 
in the world, providing an example to many other countries lagging 
behind on issues of equality. Racial and economic inequalities are still 
constitutive to our world; the line of bent- over dancers, assigned to an 
inhumane space that endangered them daily, has expanded to other 
spaces of abuse and exploitation. Those lines of dancers are lines of 
individuals with a unique embodied voice, inscribing their equal-
ity upon those who marginalise them. Contracting within the body 
and placing it in an assigned space yields subversive and interrup-
tive power. The expanding line of gumboot dancers invites the next 
set of dancers to enter the argument and protest against another form 
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of structural inequality; the One Billion Rising movement protesting 
against gendered violence.

Note

 1 All subheadings in this chapter are taken from Peter Abrahams’s novel Mine 
Boy, apart from the final subheading, taken directly from Maishe Maponya’s 
The Hungry Earth.

 2 My emphasis.
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