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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION

Sholawat and the Sounds of Islam Nusantara:

Music and Religious Authority in Contemporary Indonesia

by

Albert Nasser Agha
Doctor of Philosophy in Ethnomusicology
University of California, Los Angeles, 2019
Professor A.J. Racy, Co-Chair

Professor Mark Kligman, Co-Chair

Through ethnographic fieldwork, this dissertation examines the culture of sholawat in
Indonesia, a festive public event marked by a combination of prayer songs and sermons among
Muslims. In this setting, the style of Indonesian Islam, what Indonesians label as Islam
Nusantara, is represented through the unique engagement of sholawat performers through
various forms of institutional affiliations. The research locates a Sufi-inspired Islamic revival
scene that is representative of a modern and synergetic Islamic ethos, which Indonesian Muslims
believe is an ideal model for the Muslim world. Several institutional interests develop from
within this milieu, namely the pragmatic involvement in religious education the government
undertook at the turn of the 21st century. Because of such actions, a whole generation of

individuals embrace and develop artistic religious expressions in various ways. Consequently,



more Indonesian citizens are allowed to enter public platforms that artistically mediate religious
authority, traditional discourses, and contemporary religious sentiments. The subjects of the
ethnography are seen as articulators of the founding energy of the Islamic umma. The fieldwork
was conducted in Central Java, particularly in the cities of Yogyakarta and Surakarta, both of

which are known to host a variety of examples of this practice.
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Arabic. Indonesian and English letters are synonymous and pronounced similarly. There are
many loanwords crossing over between Arabic and Indonesian adding to the complexity of what
counts as an Indonesian or an Arabic word. At certain times throughout the text, I deliberately
elucidate the root of the word as it is found in its original Arabic form to alleviate any
confusions. For example, for a word such as sholawat, the text will explain "sholawat" (derived
from the Arabic word salawat). Arabic words are also written out without the diacritical
symbols, and instead replaced with apostrophes and hyphens where needed. Additionally, only

non-English terms are italicized, with the exception to proper nouns.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

Purple, green, and blue laser lights cast about an audience of thousands, arms
outstretched waving lit cell phones and the flags of Indonesia and Nahdatul Ulama, Indonesia's
largest Islamic organization. On the main stage were six men dressed in traditional attire and
singing in call and response. While I only heard voices and percussion (no instruments), there
was enough gain and reverb to carry these sounds through entire neighborhoods. A few meters
away and directly facing the stage was the rebanna percussion ensemble, a group of eight young
men tasked with the role of playing in alternating and interlocking patterns, while the men on
stage sang poems in reverence to the Prophet.' Hearing the drummers and their mastery of
syncopation reminded me of gamelan performers in terms of their accuracy and accommodation
to one another. However, I was nowhere near a traditional gamelan performance. This was a
sholawat event held on the outskirts of Yogyakarta in Central Java in the summer of 2016, and
attended by thousands of excited young men and women. At some point during this event, which
I was told can take up to three hours to conclude, the singing and drumming stopped.

It is now time for the sermon, the nasihat, which is given by one of the same individuals
that were just singing with the rebanna drummers. Most of the sermons during the sholawat
were in Javanese and Bahasa Indonesia (the official language of Indonesia), with Arabic
interjecting only in the form of references to Quranic phrases, traditional quotes, or relevant
passages from the hadith (the collection of sayings of the Prophet Muhammad). To my surprise,

some of these men were not only competent singers but also skilled public orators, with deep

' The rebanna is a frame-drum that resembles a large size tambourine, often stretched from goat skin and laced with
thick cymbals.

1



knowledge of religious discourse and the intricate exegesis of Islamic scripture.” At this moment
the atmosphere is transformed from one of amplified song and rhythms to speech and
contemplative silence.” Everyone respected and loved Habib Syech, one of Indonesia's most
popular sholawat figures, and the person giving the nasihat in this event. Behind him and the rest
of the men seated on stage was a banner that read "Bersholawat Bersama Habib Syech Bin Abdul
Qadir Assegaf." which means "[doing] sholawat with Habib Syech Bin Abdul Qadir Assegaf." *

A beautiful solo Quranic recitation by an SMA female student followed the nasihat of
Habib Syech. The attendees, most of whom were in their mid-twenties and early thirties, listened
attentively, embodying a sense of reverence through their postures and body language (khushu'),
listening to every Quranic verse (ayah), to every deep breath, and to the virtuosic and elaborate
performance of the reader (gari'a). Despite her young age, she was fairly competent in the proper
execution of the magam melodic contour (sayer), and the pronunciation of classical Arabic text
(fus'ha).” The development of Quranic recitation among children and young adults, male and
female, has progressed significantly under the expansion of Islamic schools (madrasas) and the
state support of educational and cultural institutions.® This has also allowed the Indonesian youth
to not only master the classical Arabic text and its pronunciation, but also the opportunity to

intone that text through the magam. After the recitation, which lasted about fifteen minutes, the

2 The Indonesian word nasihat is derived from the Arabic word nasiha, which means to advise or to direct. In
Arabic, the word khutba is most commonly used. The Indonesian language has many loanwords adopted from
Arabic but may have minor differences in their pronunciation or connotation.

? The Habib is a title given to Indonesians of Arab origin from the shurafa (descendants of the Prophet Muhammad).
Although there are shurafa living across the globe, the shurafa of Java have roots in Hadramout, a region in Yemen,
and are associated mainly with the Ba’alawi Sufis of Yemen. The Habibs' religious nobility and financial success
gives them considerable social power and public recognition among the religious community and the Indonesian
public.

* The ber- is an adverb that transforms the noun sholawat (prayers) to an active verb bersholawat (doing the
sholawat).

> The magam is the modal musical system of the Middle East, North Africa, Turkey, and several Central Asian
countries.

% The mujawad and muratal style were explained thoroughly in previous works (see Nielson 2003, Rasmussen
2002).



singing resumed in praise of the Prophet with the live accompaniment of the rebanna percussion

ensemble.

Figure 1.1: A group of rebanna players seated in the front and facing the stage during a
sholawat event.

The men on stage were singing verses from a book called Simtu Durar, which is a
mawlid. The audience was also involved in the songs by responding or singing along with the
men on stage. The mawlid—which I will discuss further in the next chapter—is a poetic genre
containing the eulogies and devotional Sufi-inspired reverence to the Prophet Muhammad. It
commemorates the birth of the Prophet (al-Mawlid al-Nabawi), celebrated throughout the
Muslim world. Although the mawlid is not the only text of the sholawat, it is a significant
contributor to much of what is sung and recited during the event. Despite the signing, the hand
waving, and excitement of the audience members, I was told by the person seated next to me that

not everyone understood the meaning of Arabic texts. Arabic in Indonesia is understood as the



language of Allah and Islam, preserved for religious performance, and was not used in public
discourses or informal conversations. However, it is not unreasonable to presume that the sound
of Arabic is internalized, to a certain extent, by all Indonesian Muslims since it is directly
involved in the routine of daily prayer (salat).” Nonetheless, the meaning of ayat (Quranic
verses), and the discourse of the hadith (Prophet life and examples) is constantly subject to a
translation from Arabic, and reinterpretation to Indonesian or Javanese through acts like the
nasihat. Hearing Arabic takes precedence over listening to the discursive meaning of a religious
text written in the classical Arabic language (fus'ha). Thus, the symbolism provided by the sound
of Arabic, the intonation of the magam, and the rhetorical or poetic expressions present in the

sholawat provide Indonesians with a sense of the divine (hess ilahi).

Situating the Sholawat in Indonesia

The phenomenon I highlight above—the sholawat (derived from the Arabic word
salawat)— is a celebratory event that combines musical and oratorical performances. Both
actions—artistic and expressive in their substance—are vehicles mediating the power and
legitimacy of various individuals and groups with claims to religious authority in contemporary
Indonesian society, the world's largest Muslim-majority democracy. As individuals in this
particular context, I am specifically referring to the Indonesian "Habib," a religious figure whose
prestige and nobility is closely tied to his extended kinship to the Prophet Muhammad (what is
known as a sharif or sayyed). The Habib's public persona has relied on the tradition of sholawat—
—with a historic canon of Sufi-inspired literary genres and public speaking skills—to continue to

legitimize the role and social status of shurafaa’ (plural of sharif) in Indonesia. The Habib relies

7 Islam prescribe that the daily salat routine must be exclusively recited in Arabic. In the salat, the person praying
must memorize certain Arabic verses from the Quran.



not only on the tradition provided to him by Sufis of the past but continues to adapt to new
literary and musical expressions revering the Prophet Muhammad. As a diaspora of Arab-
Indonesians of religious nobility, the Hadhrami musical, and literary expressions play a crucial
role in how the sholawat are developed and performed in Indonesia today.®

The groups with religious authority I refer to are the socio-religious organizations—
hierarchal and politically active—whose authority is rooted in the wide public support for the
ideology of Islam Nusantara (The Indonesian "brand" of Islam). I am careful here not to conflate
the institutional and the organizational and stress the distinction between an organization like the
revivalist Indonesian movement Nahdatul Ulama, and the institution of Indonesian Islam known
as Islam Nusantara. The latter is a broad crescive institution, an abstract entity formed out of the
customs and habits of Indonesians throughout the history of Islam in the region.” Nahdatul
Ulama is an organized entity with a set of objectives and a defined parameter of supporters
operating under the ideology and brand of Islam Nusantara. The lines can be blurred between
what we can consider a formal institution and a formally governed organization like NU.
Nonetheless, I want to underscore that when I refer to the institutional, I am more specifically
referring to organizations under the institution of Islam Nusantara, which has many types of
organizational entities embedded underneath it (educational, political, cultural, private). Islam
Nusantara is the abstract idea that refers to the socio-cultural milieu in which these organizations

operate.

¥ Indonesian culture—in light of a 20th century global Islamic revival scene—was slowly able embrace the religious
nobility of the Habibs and safeguard the institutions that promote their practices and agendas.

? By "crescive" I mean a type of institution that is not officially enacted or instituted and has risen spontaneously out
of certain habits, interests, and goals. For example, the "medical community" is an abstract entity, a crescive
institution that has many types of affiliations pertaining to the medical field. On the other hand, the AMA, or the
American Medical Association, was instituted in the late 19th century as a well-defined association with a certain set
of objectives and actions.



The individual and institutional religious entities are two sides of the same coin, forming
a reciprocal relationship of power between two types of authority that are part of the central
theoretical theme in this dissertation: enunciative and institutional Islamic authority. The
enunciative authority in this dichotomy pertains to the discourses that enable people to organize
and form an institutional entity to exercise authority. To provide a simple example to clarify this
point, consider the enunciative authority founded in the written constitution of the United States,
and the institutional authority of the body of congress that corresponds to its implementation and
amendment. While adapting these terms, which are derived from Paul Ricoeur's work on
authority (Ricoeur 2001), the authority acquired from individuals like the Habib as enunciative in
the sense that he is involved in the reproduction and development of religious discourse through
his public commentary and religious rhetoric. He rearticulates, reorients, and mediates an already
existing body of a previous authoritative discourse rooted either in Quranic scripture, the hadith,
or other literary religious genres found throughout Islamic history. The sholawat, as I will argue
in this dissertation, is one of the avenues or platforms that bodies of institutional authority deploy
to mediate an enunciative authority in the public sphere. This enunciative and institutional
cooperation, manifested in such practice as the sholawat in this example, is examined to
understand how religious authority continues to thrive in contemporary Islamic societies.
Through the ethnographic work conducted for this dissertation, I comment on the dynamics
between both forms of authority under the auspice of one of the most successful Islamic-majority
democracies in modern times.

Scholars of Islamic studies traditionally focused on the normative framework of religious
authority; namely the authority founded on the continuous production and amendment of
commentaries and fatwas by Islamic scholars, the ulama. As producers of religious discourse, the

authority of the ulama—in broader terms—is embedded in the institutional authority of Islamic
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scholarship and education. As literary genres, these commentaries and fatwas are authoritative
sources because they engage in legitimizing Islamic beliefs and actions through a process of
argumentation and critique (naq'd). As Muhammad Zaman notes, the language knowledge of
Arabic and the ability to use the correct rhetorical styles in the commentaries give the 'alim a
reputation of legitimacy and authenticity (Zaman 2002). But this discourse remains codified
knowledge to the general public and exclusive to the circles of religious intellectuals and ulama
with deep knowledge of religious discourse written in Arabic texts. It remains bound to the
various forms of mediation (print, media, internet, live performances) and those in charge of
mediating in the public sphere (teachers, politicians or political parties, scholars, celebrities).
Additionally, Zaman correctly observes that the u/ama in modern times have benefited greatly
from advancements in the technologies of print and media because their writings circulated a
wider global audience. At the same time, this has also made them susceptible to more refutation
and criticism by a wider audience with access to various forms of religious knowledge and
education. Because of this, the "special claims of the 'ulama as the guardians and authoritative
interpreters of religious text came to be disputed" by a larger class of religious and academic
intellectuals (ibid:54). Here we see that enunciative authority is not necessarily bound to a
particular institutional arrangement and agency, and can be subject to differing, and often
conflicting, interpretation of enunciative sources. It remains a matter of consensus as to what
forms of institutional authority gain the most legitimate representation of the enunciative.

The linguistic barrier that non-Arab speaking Muslim-majority countries face can
certainly exacerbate the problem of reliably mediating Islamic authority since the public must
completely rely on the 'alim'’s (singular of ulama) competency of Arabic to articulate his
knowledge back into the "mother tongue" of local populations. Remarkably, this is not only a

problem of non-Arab speaking populations but also for Arab Muslim countries in the Middle
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East and North Africa. The platform of the khutba in Arab society has been examined thoroughly
in the work of Charles Hirschkind in his book The Ethical Soundscape. Cassette Sermons and
Islamic Counterpublics (Hirschkind 2008). This important contribution to the anthropology of
Islam explores the ethico-political effects of the cassette sermons on Egyptian society and the
formation of what Hirschkind calls "Islamic counterpublics" within the Islamic revival scene of
the second half of the 20th century. Egyptian society during this revival scene has benefited
greatly from the technology of recording and media, and the Friday khutba (khutbat al-Jum'a)
became available for circulation and consumption in ways that had never existed before. Even
more fundamentalist organizations, like the Islamic Brotherhood, benefited from utilizing such
mediums and sought to promote, record, and distribute these sermons to the public. Facing an
increasingly secular global milieu, Egyptians of subordinate social status became participants—
through listening—in "alternative publics" that enabled them to express their opposition to social
inequalities, political corruption, the rising tides of secularism, and a Western capitalist global
culture. This comes amid an increasingly improvised Egyptian population prone to religious
fundamentalism and the embrace of radical social ideas. But Hirschkind opposes the notion that
these cassette sermons radicalize individuals, rather, he attributes their significance to citizens
involved in a habit of "self-fashioning," contesting state policy and mobilizing the public opinion
based on preexisting moral codes and religious prescriptions (ibid). While building upon
Hirschkind research, I locate a vastly different context of this revival scene through the sholawat
I observe in Indonesia and reveal how individuals and institutions mediate Islamic authority in
radically different ways. This speaks to the differing conceptions of the Islamic revival
movement and the notion that it exhibits a "contingent and shifting constellation of ideas,

practices, and associational forms" (Hirschkind 2008:206).



The amalgamation of a rich—artistically driven—Sufi tradition (one which is otherwise
deemed on the periphery of mainstream Islam in the Arab world), and a vibrant indigenous
tradition of Islamic proselytizing (da'wah) in Southeast Asia, are factors that contribute to this
radically different context of mediating religion. Additionally, the engagement of the shurafa’in
the Indonesian da'wah, as opposed to say the religious preachers of Al-Azhar University in
Cairo, gives the Indonesian da'wah further legitimacy in the umma due to the traditional
authority that the shurafa’hold in the eyes of Muslims. The Islamic revival that began globally in
the 1970s did have a significant presence in Indonesia (Hefner 1997, Muzaffar 1986), but it
directly opposed the Sufism traditionally utilized in spreading the Indonesian da'wah throughout
the history of the country. Julia Howell argues that "Sufi inspired forms of piety can be seen as
complementary with 'outer' expressions of Muslim religiosity, being practices as additions to or
enhancement of the fulfillment of the minimal requirements of the faith" (Howell 2001:702).
Indonesia's revivalist movement, although labeled as scripturalist and rejecting Sufism as
idolatrous distractions to the pure faith, continues to survive today thanks to the intensification of
religious festivalization as seen through the sholawat. Although this observation was made by
previous scholars in the area, the practice of sholawat itself, and the significance of the Habib

figure has been overlooked in previous observations.

Figure 1.2: Thousands of attendees holding up lit cellphones during a sholawat song by Habib
Syech



The musical component of the sholawat revolves around the Sufi-inspired poetry often
revering the Prophet Muhammad as the ideal example for the followers of Islam. This message
naturally resonates with many Muslims across the world and is not unique to the sholawat. But
for Indonesia specifically, reverence to the Prophet is of particular importance to the Habib
figure because of a historic relationship between the Ba’alawi Sada in Yemen and their diaspora
in Southeast Asia. Despite its status as a diaspora, the Arab-Indonesian community, and
specifically the Ba’alawi Hadhrami Sada involved in the sholawat scene have had tremendous
success and a rapid rise to popularity in recent years through the culture of sholawat they helped
to foster. This gave a different face to the revivalist scene as one that is implicitly Sufi-inspired.
In chapter 4 I discuss this point while focusing on Habib Syech Bin Abdul Qadir Assegaf, one of
the most popular sholawat figures in Indonesia today. As we will see in a later chapter, what
unifies the lyrics of the sholawat, either in Habib Syech's work or others like him, is a spirit of
reverence to the Prophet.

Although I have stated that the sholawat are Sufi-inspired in terms of their literary origin,
they are by no means part of a Sufi movement. Those involved in its practice and listening today
do not necessarily identify themselves as Sufi masters or individuals who partake in what is
known as fassawuf."’ However, there is an important connection between Sufism and Indonesia
that must be underscored here to understand why Sufism plays a large role in Indonesia's Islam.
The history of Islam in Java begins with the nine saints, (the Walisongo) who began spreading
Islam on the island as early as the 15th century. These figures were given the status of "Sufi

masters" and have profoundly influenced Indonesian Islamic culture as we see it today. Despite

' Tassawuf turns the noun Sufi into an active verb and indicate the becoming of a Sufi.
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this historic connection, it was easy for an outside observer like myself to overlook the Sufi
aspect because the term "Sufi" did not come up anywhere during fieldwork. But after a closer
examination of the history of Islam in Java, it was clear that the Sufi ideology (turug al-
tassawuf) has profoundly influenced how Indonesians practice Islam. In chapter four, I focus on
the role of contemporary Ba’alawi Sufis in the discourse and performance of sholawat through
Habib Syech bin Abdul Qadir Assegaf, the person we cited in the first example.

An analysis of the rhythmic modes that accompany the sholawat sheds light on the
cultural synergy present between Javanese and Yemeni cultures. Thus, what we labeled in the
beginning as the rebanna percussion ensemble becomes the hallmark of the instrumental
ingenuity during the sholawat. Since only percussive accompaniment is allowed in the sholawat,
there exists a wider community of performers and consumers of secular Arabic music. Songs of
Hadhrami origin, either produced by Yemeni singers or by the Arab-Indonesians diaspora are
known as the gambus. Sometimes the clearly defined barrier existing between the gambus and
the sholawat—if we are to differentiate them as separate religious versus secular acts—is
blurred. Through my ethnographic encounter with some musicians of the gambus, we see how
this genre plays an implicit role in the development of the sholawat itself. In what appears like a
paradox, the secular music scene of gambus lays out the socio-cultural groundwork that helps
cultivate the performance of the sholawat itself.

The second component of the sholawat—the oratorical actions comprising the sermons—
revolve around acts of public religious rhetoric. Having recognized the place of the sermon in the
sholawat earlier, my ethnomusicological approach takes more into account how musical
performance drives the mediation of religious authority in the non-discursive and easily
"digested" symbolism. Other works (see Millie 2017 study on the sermons in Java) have focused

on this particular component of Islam in Indonesia. But when it came to the sholawat, the sermon
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or speech segment of the event was either short or of secondary importance to the overall
performance. Some Habibs, like Habib Zaenal Abiddin Al Hamid, adapt the khutba exclusively
and do not utilize any musical expressions in their performance. My aim in looking at the
musical nuances in the sholawat is to locate how people cultivate certain sonic sensibilities to
encounter the divine, which is the heart of why the sholawat works in the first place. Their
potency is attributed to the feeling (ehsaas) that are internalized within its practitioners and

observers.

Figure 1.3: Habib Zainal Abidin Al-Hamid uses the setting of the majlis to teach about Islam and
the values of Islam Nusantara

But what do the sholawat mean for Islam in general and why is this form of mediating
religious authority perhaps more significant than others? This is perhaps a more crucial question
if we are to learn something about what this practice means for the umma as a whole. I believe
the results of such an environment, where the religious arts take precedence in everyday life,
create a culture of "play" that allows the observers to be interwoven into the act through their
physical presence in cooperation. Here, Gadamer's aesthetics and his formulation of the concept

of play helps sort out what is unique about the sholawat in terms of what it means as a
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phenomenon. Unlike the passive hearing that takes place within the traditional forms of religious
mediation—a one-way lecture-style act—the festive spirit of the sholawat is significant because
it opens up the possibility for more "players" to be played by the religious art which exerts its
influence on the spectators. Here perhaps one can see the "game of religion" played not only by
those in charge of Islam but by all Muslims. I will later return to Gadamer's philosophical
hermeneutics developed in Truth and Method (1960) to help us understand why the concept of
play, ritual, and the festival can provide a framework for understanding the broader significance
of sholawat for Islam today, particularly as we benchmark its significance against other forms of
mediation.

At this point, I have stated that enunciative and institutional forms of Islamic authority
utilize the act of sholawat to mediate and further legitimate Islam amongst the public. In the
following section, I wish to untangle the specific organizations and bodies of institutional
authority that appear in the ethnographic information provided by this dissertation. The aim is to
provide a context for how various organizations under the auspice of Islam penetrate the

foundational political structures of Indonesia.

Islam Nusantara

What does the institutional authority of Islam Nusantara precisely represent, and how
does it adapt itself in public? Any person who knows the Indonesian constitution would know
that the Pancasila, the document of the foundational philosophy of the Indonesian state, is an
important founding document to some of the principles of Indonesian Islam. During the founding
of the Pancasila, Muslims reaffirmed the authority of religion in the foundation of the state and
made it explicit that the belief in the One and Only God is the number one principle (Ketuhanan

Yang Maha Esa). Sukarno's first draft of the document included this phrase as the last of five
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principles but was later persuaded to change it to be the first. The document was interpreted as a
rejection of pantheism and atheism, an issue that human rights organizations still criticize.

This moment, in which the founding fathers of Indonesia incorporated the enunciative
authority of the Abrahamic line as the first principle of the Pancasila (present in the statement
"the One and Only God), shows the influence of Islamic theology on the foundation of the
Indonesian republic. The founders recognize Christianity, Hinduism, Buddhism, and
Confucianism, despite some attempts to implement the statement "ketuhanan dengan kewajiban
menjalankan syariah Islam bagi pemeluk-pemelukny," meaning "the belief in the almighty God,
with the duty to carry out the Islamic sharia." But many individuals in the committee that
oversaw the administration of Indonesia's independence after Japan and who wanted to delete the
latter part of that statement lost control of the region.

After Indonesia's independence, Islamists parties persisted in their call to designate the
country as an Islamic state with various successful and unsuccessful attempts throughout the
1950s and 1960s. At the turn of the 21st century and following Suharto's rule, Indonesians came
very close to amending the Pancasila and implementing shari'a as law. Suharto's authoritarian
style rule constantly cracked down on Islamic militants and advocates of an Islamic state despite
being aligned with the Muslim elites and his vicious campaign against Communism. But again,
this recent attempt in 2003 failed to gain sufficient support among nationalist political parties and
military or state officials with voting power in the legislative branch (Majelis Permusyawaratan
Rakyat Republic Indonesia). However, what Islamists did achieve is amending portions of the
constitution that mandated the government to increase religious education and strengthen faith
and piety among the public, particularly the youth. In light of all of this, a comprehensive
education bill was signed into law in 2003, which has resulted in a tremendous increase in

economic support for religious education, as we will see in a subsequent chapter. From early
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childhood and into universities and post-secondary schools, Indonesian placed a high priority on
religious education, and the articles of this comprehensive bill explicitly stated that religious
education is to be a portion of any curriculum taught to students regardless of the broader aim of
their studies. The compulsory nature of the issue caused considerable controversy among private
school administrators. Although the language within the bill did not specifically say that this
only applies to Muslim students, this was an issue raised by Muslims and was for Muslims.
However, because the Pancasila must accommodate the non-Muslim faiths, it had to use a
broader language, "religious education," rather than "Islamic education."

This is only one example of the dilemma facing the implementation of Pancasila
regarding religion, namely, the problem of governing under a plurality of religions. It is clear,
however, that the Pancasila kept religious plurality and secular political parties in a delicate
balance for many years. But how does Islamic authority penetrate the political sphere of
Indonesia? We can attribute the answer to this to several things: the formation of several Islamist
parties throughout modern history (both reformist and traditional), the rise in the number of
ulema figures among the political elites, and the increase of Islamic ideals and morality in the
public sphere. At the same time, however, when it came to voting throughout the years, the
public at large seemed to always be inclined to minimize the legislative seats and control of
Islamist parties and individuals, despite their extensive presence and pressure.

Compromised of local ulema figures, religious scholars, kyais, and even students of
Islamic studies, the Indonesian Ulema Council, Majlis Ulama Indonesia, is the most powerful
body of Islamic authority in the country. Formed under the Suharto regime in 1975, the council
oversees socio-religious organizations including Nahdatul Ulama, Muhammadiyah, and several
other smaller groups (Syarikat Islam, Al Ittihadiyyah, Al Washliyah). The MUI was put in place

by Suharto in 1975 as the main authority of leadership as an interface between the government
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and the Muslim community (Gillespie 2007). The council of MUI can produce fatwas, and
advise the Islamic community on contemporary matters. In this regard, the MUI opinion and
claims are the most explicit representative of Islamic authority in the country. To what extent the
state is obligated to implement or oppose the MUI claims rests on what the public at large
accepts or rejects, as well as the global community. This can be either about serious political
issues like the Indonesian Army or mundane social matters like the public's acceptability of a
dancing pop star. The core roles of MUI are broad: strengthening religion as described by
Pancasila, the participation of the council in national development, and maintaining harmony
among Indonesians of different religions (Wessel 1996). The broad scope of its authority, which
mainly involves providing input into matters about national developments, has made the MUI
beneficial in matters on capitalist enterprises that may have been destructive socially or
ecologically. For example, MUI issued a fatwa that states burning forests to clear land and plant
crops were a sin. Nonetheless, the MUI and the institutions that come under its name offer the
platform for different "modernist" and "traditionalist" streams in the public sphere."’

Islam holds that the positions of the u/ama are legitimate because they have maintained a
certain intellectual rigor and knowledge of Arabic which sets them apart from the rest of
ordinary Muslims in Indonesia. As we stated through Ricoeur's analysis, degree of knowledge
(ijtihad, meaning the industrious pursuit of knowledge) gives authority its credit and legitimates
the enunciative claim it makes, that is the claim of the ulema on certain matters. MUI provides

the institutional body (institutional authority) —along with its internal social, educational, and

" Other organizations like 4l-Irsyad, Majlis Mujahidin Indonesia, Hizbut Tahrir Indonesia, Forum Ulama Ummat
Islam, and the Islamic Defender Front (FPI), all have followers in the millions as well. But MUT has been also
intolerant to other non-Sunni groups like Ahlul Bait Indonesia and Jemaat Ahmadiyah Indonesia, both were rejected
from MUI membership despite the government claim that MUI maintains harmony between the different religions
of Indonesia. Thus, despite the Islam Nusantara that claims to be different from the Middle East, MUI still mirrors
the shia-sunni tension existing in the Middle East.
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cultural hierarchies— that allows individuals to make claims and produce discourse (enunciative
authority) of the religious authority of Islam Nusantara. We could say that the monopoly on
religious authority the MUI has must still be subject to the public's consensus and special
interests. But the MUI does not persuade the public sphere through issuing fatwas or writing of
new law that must be accepted without deliberation. It uses its institutional authority as a form of
legitimating the actions on a policy level. One example of this is the new educational policy in
Indonesia. The policy of instituting and mandating religious education I cited before, while it
suppressed the desire for a religious-free education, also produced a public able to participate in
critical discussions and commentary. In this sense, over the past fifteen years, the Indonesian
Muslim community has been granted tremendous access to theological knowledge and
education, giving them various outlets to argue for—or against—what Islam should and should
not be for them.

Within Indonesia and throughout the entire Islamic umma the positions of the ulema are
central in the formation of discourses of religious authority. As mentioned before, Muhammad
Zaman's work on the ulema in contemporary Muslim societies argues for a dynamic scholarly
class that has been engaged in the changing socio-political and cultural issues of their countries.
His book reveals the various ways the u/ama in modern times, depending on post-colonial
conditions and cultural histories, vary in the ways they interpret and propagate religious
authority. From scholarly literary works to fatwas, to educational reform, the ulama utilize
multiple ways of communicating religious authority, and in many ways have a profound
influence on the state's cultural and social policies. Although he focused on the Deobandi
ideology of India and Pakistan Muslims, his analysis shows that the two countries have profound
differences when it comes to how religious authority and politics interact and how the substance

of religious authority can even change. Zaman's findings are not necessarily surprising given the
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fact that the two nations differ greatly in their majority-minority Muslim status (opposite of
Muslim-majority Pakistan, India has an Islamic minority). Although the Deobandi ulama are
sometimes labeled as fundamentalists, their approaches are influenced by the West in the sense
that religion was learned to be reified (Zaman 2002).

Just as the ulama of South Asia differ from one post-colonial nation context to the next,
the ulama in Indonesia have also differences that can be observed as either "modernist" or
"traditionalist" in their scope. But regardless of their positions, Majlis Ulema Indonesia does not
only debate or construct religious discourses (forms of enunciative authority), but are also able
"actively [be] involved in state capture [...] issuing fatwas, managing halal certifications, and
determining public morality" (Saat 2018:56). In this sense, the formation of bodies like the
Nahdatul Ulama (or in Zaman's example Jamiat Ulema-e-Hind in India) allows institutional
powers to influence state policy (ibid) and set a context for their visions and opinions. But a
study in 2014 by Greg Fealy and Robin Bush indicate that the u/ama in Indonesia do not wield
tangible political power at the state level, but have had a significant influence in their local
communities. They are increasingly seen by the Indonesian public as agents of religious
knowledge rather than state administrators or political figures (Fealy & Bush 2014). The
sholawat as 1 observed them in Indonesia were certainly not a platform for the ulema in any
traditional sense. Most of these figures utilize written discourses to propagate their opinions and
ideas. On the other hand, figures like Habib Syech have used music to tap into a larger younger
audience and has become a powerful public figure. But does the Habib have any tangible
political power at their disposal? Perhaps through institutions like MUI or NU, these figures can
and often do have the ability to influence the public in various ways.

I hesitate at this point to make any assertion that this type of religious activity, which is

symbolic in its mediation and artistic in substance, translates to any broader political significance
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for the country. Indonesia has a large population of moderate and progressive Muslims, as well
as an incredibly complex political dynamic with religious institutions. But because I am framing
the sholawat as a type of festive "public spectacle" of Islam Nusantara, and because this ideology
has broad institutional capability and organizational tendencies, it becomes important to shed
light on the institutions and actions that engender the values Islam in the public sphere from
every day. Interestingly, recent empirical research shows that the increase in piety observed
among contemporary Indonesians has not translated into the proliferation of Islamist politics
(Pepinsky, Liddle, and Mujani 2018).

The authors I cite above concluded that public opinion in Indonesia has remained
immune to the social transformation entailing the country's religious resurgence, and has not
resulted in people favoring Islamist politics (ibid). The data presumably shows that a rise in
Islamic piety does not necessarily correlate with the desire to implement Islamist policies from
the top down. While these findings convey some optimism in the sense that they point to the
willingness of Muslims to separate religion from political action, regardless of their piety, others'
perspectives on this area point to contrary systematic attempts to increase religious authority and
ethical improvement among Indonesians (Kloos 2018). There has also been the noted increase in
the competition of Islamist ideas and values in the public sphere (Kersten 2015), and the
successful attempts for Islamists to influence state policies in their favor (Saat 2017). Despite
that, Indonesians at the polls do not seem to solely embrace Islamist parties and voting patterns
among Indonesians show a profile of "critical citizens" and "critical voters" who have
simultaneously embraced secular and religious policies (Mujani 2019).

Taking these points into consideration, we ought to ask: does the culture of Islam
Nusantara and its intensive festivalization of religion play any significant role in shaping the

socio-political map of the country? In answering this question we ought to look at the
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entanglement between religious and political institutions carefully by disentangling the different
moments religious and political institutions interact. Another question is whether the
aestheticizing Islamic ritual has any profound effects on the ways Islamist politics gets deployed
in the public sphere, and whether it provides a more appropriate framework for political action
among citizens. An ethnography of the lives and actions of individuals involved in the sholawat
scene can shed light on these inquiries. A participant-observation study among university
students shows the practices of sholawat among individuals of millennial and centennial age at
the Universitas Islam Negeri Sunan Kalijaga in Yogyakarta (UIN), and how this state-sponsored
religious institution actively prepares students to become competent performers involved in
carrying out the da'wah in their surrounding community.

The university students at UIN provide a micro-version of the social and cultural
processes fundamental to the practice of sholawat. From there, an established professional
community of religious virtuosi with backgrounds spanning a variety of styles, levels of
religiosity, and degree of religious authority in their community appears in the ethnography. The
performance scene we speak of, the sholawat, consists of many types of expressions, some
traditionally rooted, while others are modern interpretations, all of which are involved in
artistically articulating religious authority, either in rhetoric or song. At this point, I wish to
discuss further the conceptual framework mentioned earlier as pertaining to the two types of
authority to help us understand the broader significance and meaning of religious authority

within Islam Nusantara, and how the sholawat come into context.

Enunciative and Institutional Authority
The Quran is deemed to be the absolute authoritative text when it comes to the source of

authority in Islam. Those who interpret the religion are believed on the basis that they have
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mustered enough knowledge through ijtihad to know the proper meaning of Quranic scripture,
the hadith, and theological discourse and commentaries of Muslim scholars throughout history.
The foundational written word is central to the idea of enunciative authority I discussed earlier.
Paul Ricoeur regards this type of authority as the "symbolic power, either of an enunciator or an
author, to engender belief" (Ricoeur 2002: 94), the enunciative authority. Throughout Abrahamic
religions, scripture is held to be the absolute truth, which makes the claim that a divine being has
created the world, is omnipotent, and eternal in existence. This foundational claim extends back
through Christianity and Judaism—along with their doctrines and institutions— and through a
line of prophecy that goes back to Adam. If we conceive of the Abrahamic religions as a single
doctrine with one original founding revelation—the revelation of an eternal God—we see that
the interpretation and meanings of this revelation have been augmented by subsequent and
differing claims to truth. If one overlooks the character or customs of different religions, one

would often observe the same foundational claim:

The acts of building a mosque on the site of an ancient temple, of designating Friday as a day for
collective prayer, of facing Mecca rather than Jerusalem, of fasting for an entire month as
opposed to a few days, of changing the mythical figures of Isaac, Ishmael, Abraham, Moses and
Jesus, of discussing God's existence, of redefining the revelations are all forms of encoding—
ritual, cultural, ethical, judicial, and political levels of human existence to transform each religion
into the unique “true religion" (Arkoun 2002:102)
To Ricoeur, authority rests on the basis of a claim to truth (the existence of God) and the
institutional authority (the Church, the religious organization, the political body) that provides
the ideological context for justifying the claim's truth. This dichotomy of authority has been

passed down through different historic, geographic, and cultural epochs and discourses, and have

taken on different forms of tradition.
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According to Hannah Arendt, authority is rooted in the tradition of a founding claim
(Arendt 1969). For her, our engagement with tradition enables us to "augment the foundation,"
and carry out actions that would preserve or re-anchor our actions to that foundation (ibid). In
traditional political terms, individuals vested with authority must be virtuous in order to keep
power in check, where virtue is precisely synonymous with maintaining the link between power
and authority. Arendt points to the early Roman Empire as the ideal example of this type of civic
virtue, possessed by the senate, who acts as the safeguard of Roman authority. The founding idea
that tied the Romans to the eternal city of Rome and its founding principles was ultimately
redefined with the rise of Christianity as the official state religion of the empire (ibid). At this
point, the shared foundation established during the early Roman period shifted to a transcendent
authority rooted in Christendom and the enunciative authority of Biblical scripture. Historians
largely attribute this shift in authority to the Edict of Thessalonica in 380 AD, where Christianity
became the official state religion of the Roman Empire.

It is precisely the augmentation of a foundation, which entails extending the work of
foundation into the present, which gives authority its legitimacy. That is why in Arendt's view,
authority has disappeared from the modern world and was replaced by totalitarian and
authoritarian regimes. We could attribute the shift in authority during the Roman period to a
problem that every growing civilization must face, namely the tension between differences of
origins and the conception of a single foundation. In attributing the loss or shift of authority to
this reality, we must understand why it might become appealing to shift the claim to legitimacy
to something beyond this world, a claim that can either be rejected by those who do not
recognize this claim's authority or accepted by those who feel they must obey. Paul Ricoeur's
reading of Arendt's essay "What is Authority" gives a contrary perspective to the notion that

authority has been lost, and clarifies the notion of authority even further. In his essay "The
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Paradox of Authority," Ricoeur attempts to decipher the problem of authority while admitting
that the question of true legitimacy of authority is difficult—almost impossible—matter to
properly achieve in the final instance (Ricoeur 2007: 91). Nonetheless, the idea of institutional
authority and its various types of agencies can explain how the enunciative can always be
vulnerable to the power vested in these institutions to forge out different claims to legitimacy.

Ricoeur focuses on the substantive meaning of the term authority, which is rooted in the
idea of the right to command and impose obedience within existing organs of power. Those who
exercise certain powers and are vested with authority do so on behalf of an existing form of
legislative, military, or administrative branches (ibid). He states that "the civil servant can give
orders because he obeys and because above him sits a, so to speak, naked authority, as in the first
definition: the right to command, the power (recognized or not) to impose obedience" (Ricoeur
2007: 92). People exercising power in the name of an institution make up what we would call
constituted authorities (ibid). For Ricoeur, the enigma arises with the question of the right to
impose obedience, which lays bare the gap between the claim to authority and the belief in that
claim. The recognition of the right to command and to impose obedience distinguished authority
from violence, so that the recognition of the legitimacy of the claim to those in authority is
critical to their exercise of power.

Ricoeur believes that in present times, there is a sense of a crisis of legitimation and
growing resistance to credit those persons or institutions with the authority they claim. Here,
Ricoeur proposes a hypothesis that is contrary to Arendt's believe that authority has vanished
from the world and argues instead that authority has "transformed itself, even while preserving
something of what it had been" (Ricoeur 2007: 94). Drawing from Gerard Leclerc's work in the

book Histoire de l'autorite, Ricoeur states:
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[...] we have the symbolic power, either of an enunciator or of an "author," to engender belief,
to persuade, through a text, an assertion; to be persuasive, to engender belief. On the other side,
there is the power connected with an institution, namely, the 'legitimate power that an individual
or group has at its disposal to impose obedience on those it claims to direct' [...] we have simply
split in two the place of origin of the process of legitimation—on the one side, discourse, as
the source of symbolic power; on the other, the institution, as the source of legitimacy for
those who exercise authority within it (Ricoeur 2007: 94).

Enunciative authority cannot exist without the institutional framework to contribute to the
legitimacy of symbolic power and direct the actions of people. While recognizing that Leclerc's
thesis was correct in that enunciative authority became more prevalent in the modern world,
Ricoeur suggests that it is not that authority vanished all together in the modern world as Arendt
suggested in her essay "What is Authority," but rather that both forms coexisted, enunciative and
institutional, in different historical configurations over time (Ricoeur 2007). One of the examples
that Ricoeur draws upon to clarify the meaning of an enunciative authority is Biblical scripture,
which was "taken as given [...] canonized," and placed as superior to the remainder body of
worldly "profane literature" (Ricoeur 2007: 96).

Complementing the eternal authoritative text of Biblical scripture was the institutional
authority of the church. The institution of the church was the authoritative representative
responsible for subsequent pronouncements pertaining to Christianity and what it means for
people and political bodies. In this sense, the structures of institutional authority were designed
to produce and implement discourses and "controlled the development of tradition" through
various organizations and groups. Ricoeur explains:

Through the institutional network of universities and its clerics, the church controlled the

production of thought by establishing theology to be the predominant mode of discourse, in

relation to which the words of pagan teachers such as Aristotle and other auctoritates were
discourse authorized by the ecclesial authority (Ricoeur 2007: 96).

But Ricoeur correctly contemplates whether the church's claim to be founded on scripture was

true altogether and whether it was an institution that was the "beneficiary" of something different
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and "distinct" from scriptural authority (ibid). Going back to Arendt's essay and her Roman
example of authority, Ricoeur suspects that the church's institutional authority was born out of
the political interest of the Roman imperium (ibid). From this critical vantage point, it is possible
to understand how the decline of scriptural authority and the credibility of its authors has resulted
in precipitating a legitimacy gap in the Roman imperium. Here, Ricoeur is suggesting that the
institutional authority of the church has a political significance beyond scriptural authority.

Ricoeur's analysis of authority brings to the fore the question of the legitimacy of those in
political positions. As such, the "origin of the power to command remained the enigma of
political life" (Ricoeur 2007: 98). In Greek times, the notion of authority did not have an
immediate political meaning although it was tied to the nature of beings and their given positions
of power. To the Greeks, there are always those who command and those who obey, and the only
thing Greeks knew regarding the justification of authority were "metaphors, all inappropriate, to
speak of this paradox of hierarchy among equals" (ibid: 100). Conversely, the Romans had the
founding of Rome as the sacred binding principle for the empire, where this founding event was
the mai