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Abstract: This article explores the experience of cultivating religious
senses and sensibilities through ritual Sufi dance. In contemporary
Indonesia, Sufi dance serves both as a performance and a ritual. As a
performance, it is staged at specific events; as a ritual, it acts as a religious
practice, engaging the body and fostering a connection with God to
experience spiritual ecstasy. Employing a phenomenological approach,
the research data were gathered through interviews, participant
observation, and social media. This article focuses on the Tari Sufi Mafia
Sholawat group, the predominant Sufi dance community in Java, and
illustrates how sound and listening during Sufi dance rituals significantly
nurture and enhance religious sensibility and the affective body.
Furthermore, it identifies various sounds present in the Sufi dance
performance that resonate with listeners’ senses and sensibilities. These
sounds evoke a range of bodily actions and emotional responses from the
performers, such as hand movements, closed eyes, weeping, and
screaming. The dancers perform these movements within a sacred space,
thereby amplifying their spiritual impact.

Keywords: Sufi Whirling; sound; affective body; space; sense and
sensibility.

Copyright: © 2024. The authors.
Teosofi: Jurnal Tasawuf dan Pemikiran Islam is licensed
under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License



Yusti Dwi Nurwendah, Najib Kailani, Wening Udasmoro

Introduction

In the Sufi tradition, the practitioners use various methods and
media of dhikr (meditation) to contemplate God. One of the most
popular is the dhikr ritual, with music and dance as a means to
connect with God, which is known as sewa in Turkey and derived
from the Arabic sama‘ (listening). The central movement of the ritual
lies in a spiral whirling motion in a counterclockwise direction to
achieve spiritual ecstasy. This heightened spiritual state can be
achieved through deep focus in repeated dhikr, breath control, and
body-balance exercises. Under these conditions, the mind is
temporarily suspended, giving way to a consciousness lapse. Some
Sufis consider this spiritual experience as part of the inner journey of
meditation and as a medicine for the body and soul. For others, this
ecstatic state offers a temporary release from their daily life
problems.! Therefore, the sema titual is both a unique spiritual
experience and a way of inner healing. As noted by Said Aqil Siradj,
Sufi dance is a spiritual method for gaining knowledge of God, which
is not only immensely joyful but also mentally rewarding.” Recently,
this traditional Sufi practice has gained the attention of young Sufi
dancers who appreciate it as a form of medical therapy’ and
psychological healing* or an alternative healing method with obvious
therapeutic effects.” Although the Sufi whitling dance is deeply
steeped in traditional Islamic practices, it has been adopted in various
parts of the Muslim world, including Indonesia, with slight variations
and under different names.

In Indonesia, seza is known as ‘Sufi dance’ and has become a
popular religious dance. Sufi dance was first practiced in Indonesia in

1 ]. Spencer Trimingham, The Sufi Orders in Islam (London: Oxford University Press,
1971), 200.

2 Said Agqil Siradj, “Samd’ dalam Tradisi Tasawuf,” Islamica: Jurnal Studi Keislaman 7,
no. 2 (2013): 360-80. https://doi.org/10.15642/islamica.2013.7.2.360-380.

3 Keren Harel, Czamanski-Cohen, Nataly Turjeman, “The Spiritual Experience of
Sufi Whirling Dervishes: Rising Above the Separation and Duality of This World,”
The Arts in Psychotherapy 75 (2021).

4 Neil Douglas-Klotz, The Key in the Dark: Self and Soul Transformation in the Sufi
Tradition, Modern Psychology and Ancient Wisdom: An Anthology of Healing
Practices from the World’s Religious Traditions (New York: Haworth Press, 2002).

5> Fian Rizkyan Surya Pambuka and Ahmad Saifuddin, “Whirling Dance as a Sufi
Healing Method: A Phenomenological Study of the Sufi Dance Community in
Surakarta,” Teosofi: Jurnal Tasawuf dan Pemikiran Islam 13, no. 2 (2023): 223.
https://doi.otg/10.15642/te0s0fi.2023.13.2.204-231.
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the Rabbani Cinere, a gathering place used by the Nagshbandi-
Haqqani farekat group in 2003.° This was followed by Café Rumi,
founded in 2008, which formed its jadrah group and a group of Sufi
dancers who performed at various events in Jakarta.” Rabbani Cinere
and Café Rumi helped cultivate Sufi dance in Indonesia, soon
followed by other groups in various locations. Sufi dance
performances soon become a common feature in public spaces such
as hotels and shopping centers and also broadcast on television. In
2005, Sufi dance was included in the video clip of Laskar Cinta’s song
by the band Dewa 19, which attracted further public attention.

In the region of Java, it was Sheikh Hisyam Kabbani who
introduced Sufi dance to the local community at a Jepara Bershalawat
event in 2010. Sufi dance was being practiced in Jepara, Central Java,
by the Jepara Sufi dance group trained by K.H. Amin Budi Harjono,’
followed by another group in Pidie Aceh in 2012.” The following year,
a Sufi dance group from Mafia Shalawat performed at the
Muhammad Ali Shodikin da ‘wah forum and Semut Ireng music group,
which brought Sufi dance to the public attention in East Java and

¢ Indah Rahmawati, “Tradisi Sawa’ (Menyimak) di Indonesia Studi Kasus: Ritual
Tari Darwis Berputar Tarekat Nagsyabandi Haqqani Rabbani di Jakarta” (Skripsi,
UIN Syarif Hidayatullah Jakarta, 2009), 95.

7 Luthfi Makhasin, “The Politics of Contending Piety Nagshbandi-Haqqani Sufi
Movement and the Struggle Activism in Contemporary Indonesia”. PhD
Dissertation., The Australian National University, Canberra, 2015), 179.

8 In Jepara, sufi became known to the public at the Jepara Bershalawat event with
Habib Syekh and Sheikh Hisyam Kabbani, which several dervishes practiced the
sufi whirling dance. One of the caregivers at the Jepara Nailun Najah Kriyan Islamic
Boarding School, Gus Abdul Rahman, who witnessed it was interested and began to
search for information about Sufi dances so he found K.H. Amin Budi Harjono,
the caretaker of the al-Ishlah Tembalang Foundation, the Darut Taqwa Tembalang
Foundation, and the Imaduddin Foundation in Bawen, all of which are in
Semarang. K.H. Amin Budi Harjono was the one who then trained in Sufi dance
and recommended PP Nailun Najah as a basis for Sufi dance training. See in Nila
Sari, “Keberadaan Tari Sema Jalaluddin Rumi pada Kelompok Tari Sufi Jepara di
Desa Kriyan, Kecamatan Kalinyamatan, Kabupaten Jepara, Jawa Tengah” (Skripsi,
Universitas Negeri Yogyakarta, 2013); also see in Muhammad Fatkhur Rozi,
“Implikasi Tati Sufi terhadap Ketenangan Jiwa Penari Sufi (Studi Kasus di Pondok
Pesantren Nailun Najah Assalafy Kecamatan Kalinyamatan Kabupaten Jepara)”
(Skripsi, IAIN Kudus, 2021).

9 Fakhriati, “From Konya to Nusantara: Rumi’s Sufi Diaspora in Pidie, Acch,
Indonesia,”  Jurnal Ilmiah  Islam  Futura 20, no. 2 (2020): 161. DOI:
http://dx.doi.org/10.22373 /jiif.v0i0.5841.

VOLUME 14, ISSUE 1, JUNE 2024 147



Yusti Dwi Nurwendah, Najib Kailani, Wening Udasmoro

Central Java," receiving an overwhelmingly positive response from
various levels of society.

Although the Sufi dance ritual has been popularized as an
entertainment performance in Indonesia, it has remained true to its
spiritual origin, strongly connected to religious rituals. Its foremost
purpose is the use of the dancer’s body and the formation of religious
sense and sensibility to experience connectedness with God through
listening (voice and hearing). Some scholars, including Charles
Hirschkind and Patrick Eisenlohr, have examined the location and
intersection of sound and religion in cultivating devotional
disposition. Hirschkind investigates the relationship between sound
and listening with ethical self-improvement through its influence on
the senses, affection, perception, and sensibility."" He suggests the
notion of a ‘pious ear’ to identify how hearing is not understood as a
passive submission but a kind of action.”” This concept was later
expanded by Patrick Eisenlohr, who argues that its spiritual effect can
be achieved through the interplay of sound and pious conditioning."
Therefore, the experience of sound and the act of intense listening
leads to increased religious sensibility (affect and emotion).

However, based on our findings on the Sufi dance of the Tari
Sufi Mafia Sholawat community, other elements also contribute to the
dancer’s phenomenological experience. To enrich the scholatly
discourse on the intersection of sound and religion in shaping and
cultivating religious sensibilities, this article contends that, in addition
to the cultivation of religious sense and sensibility experienced
through immersive listening during Sufi dance rituals—facilitating a

10 Mambaul Ngadimah, “The Spirituality of Mafia Shalawat; A Crisis Solution of
Modern Society” (Presented at the IOP Conference, IOP Publishing, 2018), 4; see
also in Mambaul Ngadhimah, “Tari Berputar Mafia Sholawat: Identitas Pemuda
NU” (Presented at the 19 Annual International Conference on Islamic Studies in
(AICIS) XIX, 2019. http://tepositoty.iainponorogo.ac.id/494/, 2019), 8.

1 Chatles Hirschkind, The Ethical Soundscape Cassette Sermons and Islamic Counterpublic
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2006).

12 Charles Hirschkind, “Hearing Modernity: Egypt, Islam and the Pious Ear” in Veit
Erlmann (ed), Hearing Cultures: Essays on Sound, Listening and Modernity (Oxford. New
York: Berg, 2004), 131-151.

13 Patrick Eisenlohr, Sounding Isiam: 1V vice, Media, and Sonic Atmospheres in an Indian
Ocean World (United States: University of California Press, 2018).
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heightened spiritual state—one must also consider the significance of
the space in which these dances are performed."

The structure of this article is as follows: first, it presents a brief
history of the Mafia Sholawat Sufi dance community, then provides
data on the experience of sound and immersive listening as a
fundamental component of the dance ritual. This is followed by a
description of how sound increases sensory sensibility and affects
body behavior based on the interplay between conditioning and
sacred space.

Brief History of Mafia Sholawat and Tari Sufi Mafia Sholawat
Community

The Tari Sufi Mafia Sholawat Community was formed from the
majlis of the salmwat community established by K.H. Muhammad Ali
Shodigin, known as Gus Ali Gondrong. He was born on 22
September 1973 in Grobogan, Central Java, and is the caretaker of
Roudlatun Ni‘mah Islamic Boarding School in Semarang, Central
Java. Gus Ali is a young Islamic preacher whose long, loose hair
(gondrong) and black clothes set him apart from other Sufi figures. His
unique style attracts many young people who come in the thousands
to attend his public gatherings all over Java. His group call themselves
Matia Shalawat, ‘mafia’ being the acronym for the Javanese phrase
‘heart and mind fused in salawar’.

Mafia Shalawat was first established in Ponorogo, East Java, in
2013 as a youth forum for cultivating social harmony and peace. The
use of the word ‘mafia’ is intentional because Gus Ali Gondrong
wanted to draw young people away from the streets and away from
crime. His forum welcomed the marginalized and vulnerable youth
and offered them a space to reconnect with their spiritual self rather
than judging them."

The group engages in da‘wab activities and media events that
include musical and dance elements, thus creating a safe space for
their audience to unwind, relax, chant, and move to the rhythm in
unison. The most prominent elements of such an event are the

14 Patrick A. Desplat and Dorothea E. Schulz (eds), Prayer in the City: The Making of
Muslim Sacred Places and Urban Life (Vetlag, Bielefeld, Transcript, 2012).

15> Hanifah Hikmawati, Andrik Purwasito, and Titis Srimuda Pitana, “Gaya Metal
Mafia Shalawat Sebagai Metode Dakwah dan Pengaruhnya di Masyarakat Ngawi,”
al-Mabsut: Jurnal Studi Islam dan Sosial 11, no. 2 (2017): 2.
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performance of the rebana (tambourine) group Semut Ireng and the
whirling Sufi dance. Semut Ireng combines the sounds of modern
musical instruments, like drums, bass, guitar, and electric organ, with
the traditional rebana played in Sufi gatherings (hadrah). Semut Ireng
also fuses the salawar with contemporary pop songs and even loud
rock music.

Each event is opened by Sufi dance and music, followed by a
short address by Gus Ali Gondrong. Sufi dance is performed every 20
to 30 minutes, lasting from 10 to 15 minutes. When the sa/awat song is
played by Semut Ireng, a dozen Sufi dancers assume their positions
on each side of the stage and spin continuously until the music stops.
While the Sufi dancers are performing, Gus Ali invites his audience to
join in reciting the sa/awat and sing along with the songs played by
Semut Ireng, with their hands raised upwards and swinging them
from the right to the left. This allows the audience to synchronize
their body movements, immerse their senses, and synchronize their
energies.

Thus, whirling practitioners are mostly young male and female
adults, but some children also participate. Initially, the whirling
dancers consisted of Gus Ali’s students from the Islamic boarding
school in Semarang. However, many members of his audience have
decided to learn the Sufi dance themselves and are welcome to join,
thus indicating its increased popularity in the region. The Sufi dancers
affiliated with Gus Ali and Mafia Sholawat became known as the
community of Tari Sufi Mafia Sholawat. Thus, the graceful
movements performed in the Sufi dance combined with the
rhythmical beats and the chanting of sa/awat make each Mafia
Shalawat event a memorable experience, attracting more and more

people.

Religious Sounds in Sufi Dance Performance

Most Islamic rituals are related to sound experience; for
example, in the form of the recitation of the Qur’an, the call to prayer
(adban), and the Friday sermon (&huthah) rely on the transmission and
reception of sound. All these experiences allow the practicing
Muslims a sense of the presence of God and can be used to awaken
the community.'” In the Sufi tradition, sound and words are

16 Dorothea E. Schulz, “Soundscape,”; in David Morgan, Key Words in Religion, Media
and Culture (New York: Routledge, 2008), 175.
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embodied in the expressive performance of poetry and are used to
evoke the presence of the Divine. Some Sufi groups combine poetry
and song with rhythms and melodic patterns to heighten the
experience, while others express devotion to their saints or submit
personal supplications.

The Sufi dance ritual provides a strong sound experience that
involves the listener’s senses and establishes a sensory link through
rhythmic music and singing, as well as the vocalization of Qur’anic
verses, salawat, and supplications by the leader. Therefore, the
analytical focus is on sound, rather than music, to enhance the
dancer’s experience of God’s presence. Guided by meaningful words
and supported by bodily movements, the dancet’s consciousness is
elevated, leaving all worldly concerns behind, and able to connect to a
higher reality. This practice involves two different types of sounds
affecting the dance practitioner, as detailed below.

1. Sound of music and chant

In cultivating the ability to focus through dhikr, music, and
songs in Sufi dance are presented as fundamental media. The most
common accompanying music is religious music, but also pop and
rock rhythms. The songs are very varied, either Arabic poems such as
Sukara (Drunken in Love) performed by the famous Egyptian singer
Umm Kulthum (1898-1975), or Hayy al-Hadi (Hail the Guide), Talama
Ashkii Gharami (How Long Will My Heart Ache), Alah Allah Tub
Alayna (Allah, Allah, Allah, Forgive Us), Isbfa‘ Lana Ya Rasilallih
(Heal Us, Oh Messenger of God) as well as Nusantara songs in
Indonesian and Javanese, such as Indonesia Pusaka (Indonesia, the
Heritage), Syukur (Gratitude), Padann Negeri (For You, (my) Country),
Padang Bulan (Full Moon), Lir-llir (Awake), Shubban al-Watan (Young
Men of the Motherland), Mars Ya Lalwatan,”” and Mars Mafia Sholawat.
These musical performances conducted on the stage are amplified
through a powerful sound system so that it is carried to all corners of
the event space.

Sufi dance practitioners believe that music and singing are an
essential part of this activity, which allows them to open themselves
up and connect with the Divine. They recognize that there is a
difference between dancing with sound accompaniment and without
sound accompaniment. The sound of music and song focuses their
mind, moves their hearts, and prompts their bodies to move, all in

17 Anthem of Nahdlatul Ulama.
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perfect synchrony. These combined effects result in an experience like
in a hypnotic state, their body seemingly moving on its own volition.
When the music stops, the dancer’s movements also stop abruptly, as
if a cord has been cut. One Sufi dancer felt that music is a supporting
medium that provides an important spiritual connection. He stated,

Personally, when I dance, there must be music. Music is a tool.

For example, if we want to go to the square, we need a

motorbike as a medium to get there. Well, it’s the same with

dancing. If we want to connect with God, we also need a

medium, and it’s music."®

Another dancer shared,

People’s capacity to connect varies. Some are fast; some are

not. If I may put it like this, we dance like a Wifi network. The

dancer is the device. Meanwhile, connection capability or

speed is influenced by several aspects. For me, the

fundamental one is music."”

The narrative shows the central role of music and singing for
Sufi dancers. For them, it is the music that facilitates the awakening of
the heart, seeking to connect with God. Musical practices have an
important role in Sufi rituals, although music is a controversial issue
in Islam. The Sufi practices involve body movement, music, and
cantillation as a way to connect to God, and the Sufis consider this an
essential part of their religious practice.”’ Music is used as a medium
that affects consciousness and helps the practitioner reach a state of
trance and spititual rapture.” This is in line with Abdul Muhaya’s
observation that the rhythmical beats of the seza allow the listeners to
enter into a different state of consciousness by amplifying emotions
in the heart.” Music is also present in the trance rituals of other
spiritual traditions.” However, the sensations experienced by the Sufi
dancers are subjective and cannot be easily described and explained in
words.

18 Interview with RS on 8 January 2023.

19 Interview with RD on 4 December 2022.

20 Annemette Kirkegaard, “Music and Transcendence: Sufi Popular Performances in
East Africa,” The Finnish Society for the Study of Religion 48, no. 1 (2012): 33.

21 1bid., 34.

22 Abdul Muhaya, Bersufi Melalui Musik: Sebuah Pembelaan Musik Sufi Oleh Abmad al-
Ghazali (Yogyakarta: Gama Media, 2003), viii.

2 Joshua Penman, Judith Becker, “Religious Ecstatics, ‘Deep Listeners,” and
Musical Emotion,” Empirical Musicology Review 4, no. 2 (2009): 49.
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2. Sound of Gus Ali

Apart from the sounds of musical instruments and songs, the
Sufi dance performed in Mafia Sholawat events is accompanied by
Gus Ali as the leader. His voice also guides the listeners” minds and
touches their hearts. When the Sufi dancers begin moving, Gus Ali
stands up and recites with a calm and firm voice,

La ilaha illa-llah. Muhammad Rasilu-llah. ‘Adada ma wasi'abn ‘ilm

Allah.  Bismillah. Kun  fa-yaksn. Dipun  reksa  dening  gusti

Allah (protected by Allah), jinogo malaikat papat (watched over

by four angels), pinayungan dening para nabi, para rasul, para wal,

saking kersane Allah (sheltered by the prophets, messengers, and

saints, by Allah’s  will). Alabumma  manjing (O Allah,
enter). Bismillah (In  the name of Allah). Allahumma  resife-

resik (O Allah, cleanse). Kun fa-yakiin dadi resik (Let it be, and it

becomes pure).”*

This short invocation recited like a mantra by Gus Ali, is
repeated by the assembled audience. All those listening to his words
repeat after him and raise their hands to the sky. He then asks the
audience to blow into their own hands, rub their chests, and raise
their hands when the music begins and the Sufi dancers continue to
whirl. During the du'a segment, Gus Ali’s voice is shaking, evoking
feelings of pain and sadness, and he wipes away his tears in a swift
hand movement. This signals to the assembled audience that they are
free to let their own emotions run free. The image below shows such
a scene, with their hands above their head while listening to the
supplication and dhikr read by Gus Ali.

24 Gus Ali Shodiqin at the 9th Harlah Mafia Sholawat event at Ponorogo Square on
November 9 2022. “La dlaba illa-lah. Mub}ammad Rasil Allah. ‘Adada ma wasi‘abu ‘ilm
Allah. Bismillah. Kun fa-yaksan. Dipun reksa dening gusti Allab, jinogo malaikat papat,
pinayungan dening para nabi, para rasul, para wali, saking kersane Allah. Allahunma manjing.
Bismillah. Allabumma resik-resik. Kun fa-yakin dadi resik.” These words are intended to
cleanse the listener, physically and spiritually, to heal them from illnesses and
impurities. The audience call this practice a kind of suwuk (Javanese word for
therapy through mantras and prayers).
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Figure 1.1
Mafia Sholawat audience raising their hands above their head.?

The above image shows that the assembled audience performs
identical body movements and has the same solemn expression on
their face, with the palms of their hands placed above their head. At
this moment, the solemn mood intensifies when Gus Ali calls out
“Allah” at the end of the prayer with a trembling and loud voice. The
sound of his voice has an immediate effect on his audience and
provokes a spontaneous reaction. At this moment, the listeners feel
touched by God, close their eyes, and cry out. Therefore, it is clear
that the sound of music, as well as the sound of the leadet’s voice,
have a combined effect on the participants, including the Sufi
dancers.

The next section describes how these sounds can alter the
psychological state of the listener and allow them to open up
emotionally. In this way, the Mafia Sholawat followers can awaken
inwardly, reform themselves, and transform into a social force.

Affective Bodies

The tradition of sound and hearing as a sensory activity, as
reported by Charles Hirschkind, has long been fundamental in
religion and specifically in the cultivation of the moral self of
Muslims.* In his investigation of listening to tape recordings of
public sermons in Egypt, Hirschkind emphasizes the significant role
of sound in shaping religious practices and sensibilities. Recorded
sermons are a concrete example of how sound and media become

% https:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=jqLOUww4GgM&t=7531s
26 Charles Hirschkind, The Ethical Soundscape Cassette Sermons and Islamic Connterpublic,
39.
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instruments that encourage affective conditions of moral behavior,
activate fear of God, and thereby increase pious sensibility in the
form of memory capacity, ethical feelings, and moral discernment. In
the Muslim tradition, the ear continues to be correlated with sensory
memory, which is based on an ethical tradition with pious affection
and sensibility, such as the tradition of reading the Qur’an, farab
music, and also listening to sermons. Hirschkind called this kind of
behavior cultivating ‘a pious ear’”” Such is the importance of the
practice of listening and its effect in the cultivation of ethical self-
improvement, both listening intently (which involves complex
sensory skills) and listening passively are equally effective if this is
done consistently.”

Hirschkind’s argument is complemented by Patrick Eisenlohr,
who emphasized that the process of listening that arouses such
sensitivities does not happen automatically, but rather, certain
conditions must be aligned so that sonic movement can spread effect
throughout the sphere. In this case, the listener has to be prepared to
receive the desired effect, and the sound actor must prepare himself
to create the desired effect so that the produced sound has a
profound, transformative effect on the listener. Eisenlohr noted that
even a beautiful and well-trained voice does not create such a
transformative effect on the listener if the sound actor has not
internalized his message and does not practice what he preaches. This
also includes the external signs displayed by the sound actor.”

Therefore, Eisenlohr emphasizes a direct relationship between
sound and pious conditioning.” In the Indonesian context, this
conditioning can be achieved through pious practices like regular
prayer and memorizing the Qur’an, as well as observing a specific
dress code implying religious piety, such as wearing a turban, a peci
(felt cap), or a sarong (a large tube of fabric wrapped around the waist)
for men. Similarly, the Sufi dance practice also requires the
practitioners to don a specific type of garment in preparation for their
exercise. The sound of music and the leader’s voice shape the effect
on listeners. Moreover, the emotional state of the leader, as reflected

27 Ibid., 32—-66.

28 Ibid., 70-71.

2 Patrick Eisenloht, Sounding Islam: 1 oice, Media, and Sonic Atmospheres in an Indian
Ocean World, 86.

30 Ibid., 110.
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in his voice, also awakens the listeners’ sensibility. Therefore, sound
has the power to provoke emotion, leading to the manifestation of
emotional responses, such as crying out loud and weeping, among the
audience.

Figure 2.1
Emotional responses of Gus Ali’s audience
Source: Instagram (@kakaelfykrie

The images above illustrate that Gus Ali’s voice has a palpable
effect on his audience. Some even go as far as to see him as a
charismatic figure who channels God’s blessings (berkaf). This allows
Gus Ali’s voice to act as a mediator between their heart and God,
evoking deep emotions in his listeners that they have not been able to
access and experience before.

For the Sufi dancers, listening to Gus Ali’s voice and the music
supporting their dance movements creates a space for a spiritual
experience mediated through the sensation of sound. The experience
of being touched by the sound while whirling is manifested in their
blurred hearing and increased mental focus, allowing them to enter
into a ‘transcendent state’. Judith Becker called this form of listening
‘deep listening’, which refers to the listeners’ experience of their heart
being ‘touched™ when they experience immense waves of sadness or
joy. In the case of Mafia Sholawat, the power of Gus Ali’s charismatic
voice helps the listeners to leave the worldly plane and come into the
presence of the Divine.

In addition, music has an immediate effect on the gathered
crowd, who listen to the same sounds and rhythms and instinctively
synchronize their movements, thus exerting a social force. The music
allows the audience to harmonize their body movements and act as

31 Judith Becker, Deep Listeners Music, Emotion, and Trancing (Bloomington, United
States: Indiana University Press, 2004), 2.
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one unified body (see Figure 1.1). This phenomenon is called the
affective body. These uniform movements support and amplify each
other, forming a network of solidarity among individuals with the
same level of heightened religious sensibility. The chanted
supplications,  dbikr, and salawat supported by the music
accompanying the Sufi dance produce a religious atmosphere that
surrounds the audience participating in collective behavior.

The momentum of the reading prayer with the sound of music
and songs has emitted a sonic atmosphere acting on multiple bodies
simultaneously. It forces the listeners to temporarily merge into the
larger body of the collective, enveloped in a space saturated by pious
sounds. According to Eisenlohr, this condition allows the listeners to
dissolve their boundaries and join the community of listeners in the
space while being moved towards a state of holiness or piety. This
means that the sounds emitted provide suggestions of movement that
are oriented towards the same goal of heightening religious sensibility.

Furthermore, we can classify the affected bodies generated by
the sounds in the Sufi dance into two categories: instructional and
non-instructional. The instructional affective body includes affect
resulting in actions prompted through didactic or direct commands,
such as raising hands, shaking hands to the right and left, forward and
backward, or placing hands on the chest and above the head.
Meanwhile, the non-instructional affective body encompasses bodily
actions resulting from specific actions that increase emotional appeal,
such as closing eyes, shouting, weeping, laughing, and feeling joyful.
These affective bodies demonstrate that the sounds in Sufi dance
performances have the power to produce a physical effect on the
dancers’ bodies, including their emotions while spreading to other
bodies in the same space.

Sacred and Commodified Space

While acknowledging the fundamental position of sound in Sufi
dance, the practitioners believe that the quality of space is equally
influential in shaping religious sense and sensibility. We first point to
a statement from a Sufi dancer,

Our ecstasy (wajd)* is dependent on the supporting media,

such as the condition of the stage, the atmosphere, and others.

32 Altered state of consciousness characterized by greatly reduced external
awareness and expanded interior mental and spiritual awareness. Reality is perceived
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Places that are often used as places for religious concerns and
salawat such as fields, mosques, Islamic boarding schools, or
places for the celebration of &iai and haba’ib, in my experience,

have a very different effect.”

This observation suggests that the space in which the Sufi
dance is performed is also important, indicating that places of
worship have more positive spiritual energy than profane places.

Concerning the investigation of space, Teresa Brennan asked,
“Is there anyone who has not, at least once, walked into a room and
felt the atmosphere?”” This simple question is based on the
assumption that each particular space has a certain atmosphere which
may feel different to different people at different times. According to
Kim Knott, space can be understood as a form of experience that
combines body, space, and time.” Thus, it can be suggested that
space is an aspect worth considering in this discussion.

Arguably, space is more than just a three-dimensional area and
also includes the effect of relations and encounters. As Claire
Colebrook argued, space always operates from a combination of
sense and affect.” Any space differs from the other according to the
life that occupies it. The different meanings of space are not just
examples of how humans assign meaning to it. For instance, about
the sacredness of a land or a monument symbolizing a certain event
in the history of a people, or in a local context, the sanctification of
rivers and trees, in addition to official places of worship. Often, these
places are part of the cultural memory of a community. Colebrook
argues that such spaces cannot be reduced to mere cultural
constructions, as they are also a reflection of the body and the land
combined in their affective relationships. She concluded that no truly

through the heart, free of the mind’s constant chatter. Su‘ad al-Hakim, a/-Mu jam al-
Safi: al-Hikmab fi Hudiid al-Kalimah (Beirut: Dandarah, 1981), 1130.

3 Interview RD on 4 December 2021.

3 Teresa Brennan, The Transmission of Affect (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University
Press, 2004), 1.

% Kim Knott, “Religion, Space, and Place: The Spatial Turn in Research on
Religion,” Religion and Society: Advances in Research 1 (2010): 32.

3% Claire Colebrook, “The Sense of Space: On the Specificity of Affect in Deleuze
and Guattari,” University of Edinburgh (2004); in Tan Buchanan and Gregg Lambert,
Delenze and Space (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2005), 202.
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adequate definition explains space because it involves different senses
that form different perceptions.”

In this conception, space means to include the energy that
develops from various configurations of embodied subjects through
actions within it and relationships with their surroundings. This is
reminiscent of Larry E. Shiner’s articulation,

Through our bodies, we are intimately intermingled with our

surroundings. Rather than an empty receptacle in which

objects are located, space begins to appear as something that is

given by the relation of the trees and houses, of the highways,

mountains, and rivers, which define our possibilities of vision

and movement.”

This argument suggests that space is identified as a specific
space when formed by closely interwoven relationships and
encounters, which in turn determine the various movements within it.
Thus, the meaning of space differs according to the life that occupies
it; therefore, it is a dynamic concept. For example, one interviewee
shared, “The mosque or the homes of 4z and pabib are often used to
pray to Allah. In other words, in their homes, a connecting path to
Allah has been opened.”” They observed that performing in sacred
spaces heightened their spiritual receptivity. They believe that sacred
spaces used for worship, prayer, and meditation are charged with
positive energies and are free of impurities, which inspires in the
visitors a profound sense of tranquillity and peace. This sanctification
of places of worship results as the effect of a series of encounters,
processes, and religious practices that change the surrounding
atmosphere. It follows that the bodily practices through which
religious feelings are produced not only affectively facilitate the
enactment of the space experienced as sacred but, in turn, encourage
visitors to tap into their spiritual potential and manifest it. Therefore,
Sufi dancers think that sacred space is more capable of connecting
them with God.

37 Claire Colebrook, “The Sense of Space: On the Specificity of Affect in Deleuze
and Guattari,” 204.

8 Larry E. Shiner, “Sacred Space, Profane Space, Human Space,” Journal of the
American Academy of Religion 40, no. 4 (1972): 428.

¥ Interview RD on 4 December 2021.
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Concluding Remarks

One of the fundamental goals of the Sufi dance is cultivating
their religious sense and sensibility as well as opening their heart to
channel with God from within. However, to attain this goal certain
media are needed to establish this spiritual connection. Sound is one
such medium that shapes religious sensibility in Sufi dance; however,
the role of space is equally significant. Not all spaces have the capacity
to channel positive spiritual energy, as their atmosphere depends on
the relationships, encounters, and activities within. Therefore, we
demonstrate the significance of space in shaping as well as cultivating
religious sense and sensibility is continuous with the relationship of
pious conditioning.

Although the Sufi dancers believe that space is central in
shaping and cultivating their religious sense and sensibility, we argue
that the centrality of space depends on the relationships established
within it. The Sufi dance should not be performed in such mundane
places as shopping malls or wedding halls. Such public places are not
pure and do not encourage religious sensibilities; therefore, they
represent commodified spaces designed for consumption and
entertainment. In short, the Sufi dancers highlighted that they had
profound spiritual experiences when performing at religious events, in
mosques, or in the residences of religious figures.

Bibliography

Becker, Judith. Deep Listeners  Music, Emotion, and  Trancing.
Bloomington, United States: Indiana University Press, 2004.

Brennan, Teresa. The Transmission of Affect. Ithaca, New York: Cornell
University Press, 2004.

Colebrook, Claire. “The Sense of Space: On the Specificity of Affect
in Deleuze and Guattari,” University of Edinburgh (2004); in
Ian Buchanan and Gregg Lambert, Deleuge and Space.
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2005.

Desplat, Patrick A. and Dorothea E. Schulz (eds). Prayer in the City:
The Making of Muslim Sacred Places and Urban Iife. Verlag,
Bielefeld, Transcript, 2012.

Douglas-Klotz, Neil. The Key in the Dark: Self and Soul Transformation in
the Sufi Tradition, Modern Psychology, and Ancient Wisdom: An
Anthology of Healing Practices from the World’s Religious Traditions.
New York: Haworth Press, 2002.

160 TEOSOFI: JURNAL TASAWUF DAN PEMIKIRAN ISLAM



Religious Soundscape, Sacred Space, and Affective Body:
The Experience of Sufi Whirling Ritual Practitioners in Java

Eisenlohr, Patrick. Sounding Isiam: 1V oice, Media, and Sonic Atmospheres in
an Indian Ocean World. United States: University of California
Press, 2018.

Fakhriati. “From Konya to Nusantara: Rumi’s Sufi Diaspora in Pidie,
Aceh, Indonesia,” Jurnal llmiah Islam Futura 20, no. 2, 2020.
DOL: http://dx.doi.org/10.22373 /jiif.v0i0.5841.

Hakim (al), Su‘ad. al-Mujam al-Safi: al-Hikmah fi Hudid al-Kalimab.
Beirut: Dandarah, 1981.

Harel, Keren., Czamanski-Cohen, Nataly Turjeman. “The Spiritual
Experience of Sufi Whirling Dervishes: Rising Above the
Separation and Duality of This World,” The Arts in Psychotherapy
75, 2021.

Hikmawati, Hanifah., Andrik Purwasito, and Titis Strimuda Pitana.
“Gaya Metal Mafia Shalawat Sebagai Metode Dakwah dan
Pengaruhnya di Masyarakat Ngawi,” al-Mabsut: Jurnal Studi Islam
dan Sosial 11, no. 2, 2017.

Hirschkind, Charles. “Hearing Modernity: Egypt, Islam, and the Pious
Ear” in Veit Erlmann (ed), Hearing Cultures: Essays on Sound,
Listening, and Modernity. Oxford. New York: Berg, 2004.

————— . The Ethical Soundscape Cassette Sermons and Islamic Counterpublic.
New York: Columbia University Press, 2006.

https:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=jqLOUww4GgM&t=7531s

Interview RD on 4 December 2021.

Interview with RD on 4 December 2022.

Interview with RS on 8 January 2023.

Kirkegaard, Annemette. “Music and Transcendence: Sufi Popular
Performances in East Africa,” The Finnish Society for the Study of
Religion 48, no. 1, 2012.

Knott, Kim. “Religion, Space, and Place: The Spatial Turn in
Research on Religion,” Religion and Society: Advances in Research 1,
2010.

Makhasin, Luthfi. “The Politics of Contending Piety Nagshbandi-
Haqgani Sufi Movement and the Struggle Activism in
Contemporary Indonesia”. PhD Dissertation., The Australian
National University, Canberra, 2015.

Muhaya, Abdul. Bersufi Melalui Musik: Sebuah Pembelaan Musik Sufi oleh
Abmad al-Ghazali. Y ogyakarta: Gama Media, 2003.

Ngadimah, Mambaul. “The Spirituality of Mafia Shalawat; A Crisis
Solution of Modern Society” (Presented at the IOP

VOLUME 14, ISSUE 1, JUNE 2024 161



Yusti Dwi Nurwendah, Najib Kailani, Wening Udasmoro

Conference, IOP Publishing, 2018), 4; see also in Mambaul
Ngadhimah, “Tari Berputar Mafia Sholawat: Identitas Pemuda
NU” (Presented at the 19th Awnual International Conference on
Islamic Studies in (AICIS) XIX, 2019.
http://repository.iainponorogo.ac.id/494/, 2019.

Pambuka, Fian Rizkyan Surya and Ahmad Saifuddin. “Whirling
Dance as a Sufi Healing Method: A Phenomenological Study of
the Sufi Dance Community in Surakarta,” Teosofz: Jurnal Tasawnf
dan Pemikiran Lsiam 13, no. 2, 2023.
https://doi.org/10.15642/teosofi.2023.13.2.204-231.

Penman, Joshua., Judith Becker. “Religious Ecstatics, ‘Deep
Listeners,” and Musical Emotion,” Ewmpirical Musicology Review 4,
no. 2, 2009.

Rahmawati, Indah. “Tradisi Sawa’ (Menyimak) di Indonesia Studi
Kasus: Ritual Tari Darwis Berputar Tarekat Nagsyabandi
Haqqani Rabbani di Jakarta”. Skripsi, UIN Syarif Hidayatullah
Jakarta, 2009.

Rozi, Muhammad Fatkhur. “Implikasi Tari Sufi terhadap Ketenangan
Jiwa Penari Sufi (Studi Kasus di Pondok Pesantren Nailun
Najah Assalafy Kecamatan Kalinyamatan Kabupaten Jepara)”.
Skripsi, IAIN Kudus, 2021.

Sari, Nila. “Keberadaan Tari Sema Jalaluddin Rumi pada Kelompok
Tari Sufi Jepara di Desa Kriyan, Kecamatan Kalinyamatan,
Kabupaten Jepara, Jawa Tengah”. Skripsi, Universitas Negeri
Yogyakarta, 2013.

Schulz, Dorothea E. “Soundscape,”; in David Morgan, Key Words in
Religion, Media and Culture. New Y ork: Routledge, 2008.

Shiner, Larry E. “Sacred Space, Profane Space, Human Space,” Journal
of the American Academy of Religion 40, no. 4, 1972.

Siradj, Said Aqil. “Sama* dalam Tradisi Tasawut,” Islamica: Jurnal Studi
Keislaman 7, no. 2, 2013.
https://doi.org/10.15642/islamica.2013.7.2.360-380.

Trimingham, J. Spencer. The Sufi Orders in Islam. London: Oxford
University Press, 1971.

162 TEOSOFI: JURNAL TASAWUF DAN PEMIKIRAN ISLAM



